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In the increasing global competition for the best
students, the quality and attractiveness of an insti-
tution does no longer depend only on its academic,
teaching and research standards: services to stu-
dents have come to play an important role in the
quality assessment – and thus competitiveness –
of institutions. But what services should be avail-
able? How to respond to the needs and expecta-
tions of international students in particular? Who
should provide support for them and how should it
be organised? This study presents a number of
models of good practice in service provision and
university preparation of international students in 
a selection of countries. These examples form the
basis for categorising and analysing a variety of
service and preparatory programme “models”, with
the aim of informing discussions in different nation-
al and institutional contexts when deliberating on
the development of international student support. 
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1 Executive summary

The Academic Cooperation Association (ACA) in Brussels, Belgium, carried
out the present study between October 2005 and October. The author receiv-
ed important input and support from her colleagues, Franziska Muche and
Bernd Wächter, during the preparation and writing of the report. The study
was commissioned and financed by the German Academic Exchange Ser-
vice (DAAD), a founding member of ACA.

Introduction (Chapter 2)

The study investigates support for international degree students in higher
education by examining models of good practice in two main support areas
related to study-success: preparatory programmes, offered to students prior
to starting their degree programmes, and services provided during course of
degree programmes. Case study examples of support services are outlined
in the report, based on the information gathered during site visits to a num-
ber of institutions in the following countries: Australia, Canada, France, Hun-
gary, the Netherlands, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. The importance
and timeliness of the study stems from the fact that the quality of higher edu-
cation, especially in the increasingly competitive global market, is no longer
dependent solely on the quality of teaching and research: support for stu-
dents in general, and international students in particular, is increasingly con-
sidered, both by students and institutions, as part and parcel of the overall
higher education package. The increase in international student numbers,
the competition to attract high calibre students from around the world, and
the growing diversity of origin of these students all call for the development
and reform of support for international students.

The aim of this study is to identify and analyse different models of practice in
international student support, by comparing various models and relating
them back, where possible, to the institutional objectives and the national
framework in which they operate. The purpose is to provide a number of
institutional (or national) examples of effective and transferable models of
support, and not in the first instance to present country-models, or an over-
view of support available in any single institution. The report is structured
thematically, such as by information provision or language support, and pre-
sents various examples under each of these headings, analysing the overall
features and different approaches.

Information for the study was collected mainly by the means of:

� Desk research of institutional and national level documents and websites;
� National expert advice on the choice of institutions, identification of inter-

esting models of practice, and information on the national context;
� Face-to-face interviews and site-visits in all seven countries.
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Country overviews: the framework for institutional policies and practice
(Chapter 3)

This chapter consists of short overviews of national policies and practices
related to internationalisation and student support in each of the countries
included in the study1. Support for international students is usually the busi-
ness of the institutions (or of their networks), but national level regulations,
such as legal requirements on service standards, or regulations regarding
tuition fees, may have a visible impact on institutional possibilities. In each
country it was possible to identify some features that have an impact on the
approach to internationalisation and support to international degree stu-
dents. The issues considered in these overviews include the overall interna-
tional student numbers, features of the national internationalisation strategy,
different access routes to higher education, and an overview of the national
level organisations contributing to support for international students.

Part 1 – Preparatory programmes

The first part of the report identifies three main types of preparatory pro-
grammes for international students: undergraduate preparatory programmes,
postgraduate preparatory programmes, and year-1 pathways, which combine
pre-degree preparation with first year degree curriculum in an integrated in-
tensive programme. Each of these programmes targets a specific student
group, but all of them have the same overall aim: to prepare international stu-
dents for admission to degree programmes in a given institution or country.

The main reasons for setting up such programmes are related to recruit-
ment objectives and admission requirements. Preparatory programmes
offer an opportunity to admit, usually conditionally, students who do not meet
the criteria for direct admission, without needing to lower the general admis-
sions requirements. Such programmes may be especially important in coun-
tries or at institutions that do not accept the secondary school leaving certifi-
cate (or bachelors degree for pre-postgraduate programmes) gained in cer-
tain countries – in many cases developing countries – as equivalent to the
national one. Beyond ensuring the variety of the international student body,
the creation of preparatory programmes is also justified by motivations such
as providing opportunities for students from developing countries or provid-
ing a second chance to students who have underperformed during their
secondary school (or bachelors programme). In addition to ensuring eligibili-
ty for admittance, the preparatory programmes are designed to improve the
performance of international students in the degree programme through
extensive pre-degree training in the teaching language and study methods.

10
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In many cases, though not in all, financial incentives have a significant role
to play in the creation of preparatory programmes. Educational and cultural
objectives are, or should be, of central importance, but many preparatory pro-
grammes need to be financially self-standing and are sustainable only if they
collect sufficient income. Financial incentives may be direct – such as prepa-
ratory programme fee-income – but also indirect: preparatory programme stu-
dents often continue their studies at the same institution afterwards and thus
ensure fee-income to the institution for a further three or more years.

Undergraduate programmes – models and principles (Chapter 4)

The main purpose of undergraduate preparatory programmes – or foundation
years – is the same as that of preparatory courses in general: to bring stu-
dents to the academic, linguistic and study skills level required for study at a
university. For undergraduate preparatory programmes this is in most cases
coupled with the need to offer a supplementary year of tuition for undergra-
duate applicants whose secondary school leaving certificate is not considered
as equivalent to the national one. The success of the programmes is based
on agreements at institutional or national level that, for admission purposes,
completing the preparatory course or passing the related final examination is
equivalent to completion of the final year of national secondary schooling.
However, while the programmes correspond in many cases with the final year
of the local secondary education, the teaching is likely to differ significantly:
language components get a larger allocation of time, and subject studies are
complemented by specific study skills training to prepare students for the
learning and teaching environment at the university. Undergraduate prepara-
tory programmes are usually designed for international students only.

Within pre-undergraduate programmes three main delivery models can be
identified: institutional (with example cases from Australia, Canada, the Nether-
lands and the United Kingdom), network (example case from the UK), and
national level programmes (the case of Switzerland). The appropriateness of
each of these depends largely on the national context in which institutions
operate, and most importantly on the differences (or similarities) in admis-
sions criteria between single institutions.

Institution-specific preparatory programmes, whether delivered by a
department at the institution, or by an external provider, can be matched per-
fectly to the university’s own bachelors programmes, both in terms of subject
areas covered and the level, skills and competencies to be achieved. Admis-
sions criteria for the foundation year can be matched closely with the institu-
tional admission requirements and students can be given better guarantees
of progression to the university once they have completed the preparatory
programme. In countries where institutions’ selection criteria differ to a wide
degree, and where institutions compete with each other for international stu-
dents, institutional preparatory programmes may be more suitable, and offer

11
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better guarantees both for the student and for the institutions, than other
organisational models. Institutional preparatory programmes often have for-
mal recognition only for programmes at the same university: students who
wish to maintain a wider range of options open after their preparation should
make sure that the programme is widely recognised, formally or informally,
for admission to higher education.

Providing an institutional preparatory programme is viable only if the institu-
tion has a high number of international applicants. It may not be financially
viable for some institutions to organise them, either because of their small
size or low number of international students. In such cases, pooling resour-
ces to jointly provide preparatory programmes – for example, through a
network – may be a preferable option. An example is provided by the Nor-
thern Consortium UK, which offers preparatory programmes on behalf of its
11 founding partner universities, in some cases in addition to their own pre-
paratory programmes. The courses provide the universities with an additional
recruitment tool and thus enlarge the pool of potential candidates, with con-
tained cost to the universities, which only pay in relation to the number of
students they receive. Alongside recruiting and training good international
students, another objective of the programmes is to offer international stu-
dents, who do not qualify for direct entry to British universities, an alternative
route through the possibility of up-grading their school-leaving certificate. The
programme is one of the first of its kind in the UK.

A national preparatory programme may be appropriate in a context where
admissions criteria are widely similar for all (or most) institutions and pro-
grammes, and are measured through a national admissions examination or a
similar mechanism: pooling of resources is made possible by the more uni-
versal admissions criteria. This is the case of the Swiss national admissions
examination and the related official non-obligatory preparatory programme
VKHS/CIUS2. Differing from several other programmes described in the
study, the Swiss VKHS/CIUS is in part publicly funded, with students paying
only part of the real cost of the programme.

Year-1 pathways – for students who “just” miss the entry requirements
(Chapter 5)

“Pathways” are an alternative access route to university for international stu-
dents. A pathway is a programme usually offered in conjunction with, but not
necessarily by, a university to students who have applied to study for a
degree there, but who have narrowly missed the entry requirements. In con-
trast to the undergraduate preparatory programme, a pathway combines uni-
versity preparation – or other extra support – with the first year curriculum of

12
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a bachelors degree. This means that students can proceed, on the success-
ful completion of the pathway programme, directly to the second year of their
degree at the destination university.

Admission to a pathway usually requires higher qualifications or grades – or
one more year of secondary schooling – than access to a pre-undergraduate
programme. Pathways are thus designed for students who only narrowly
miss the direct entry requirements, not for those who do not qualify on formal
standards, such as the lack of a foreign equivalent to the local secondary
school leaving certificate. Many of the pathways are specifically designed for
international students, but in some cases they may accept national students
who need to improve their grades before admission. With one exception, that
of the French n+i network preparing international graduates for masters level
engineering studies in France, the pathway programmes presented in this
study are for undergraduate students. The programmes tend to be relatively
intensive, as in one year students need to cover the full curriculum of their
chosen undergraduate degree programme in addition to supplementary lan-
guage and study skills classes. For the courses to be recognised as fully
equivalent to the first year of the ordinary degree programmes, agreements
between the university and pathway provider on assessment and teaching
standards are crucial. Pathway options typically prepare students for entry to
one university, and one specific programme, because of the curricula corres-
pondence requirements.

Creating a pathway enables the university to admit, even if after one year,
students who would not otherwise have been accepted and who would have
likely gone elsewhere. Importantly, the university can do this without having
to lower the academic admissions standards, which students are expected to
reach during the pathway programme. With increased competition for good
international students, it is in the interests of universities not to lose potential
students to institutions with only slightly lower entry requirements. In most
cases the pathway programmes are financially self-standing, or even income
generating, and the tuition fees are slightly higher than for ordinary undergra-
duate programmes. In return for the higher investment, students get extra
support, a better student-teacher ratio (smaller classes), and a more perso-
nalised approach than is offered in first year degree programmes. Pathways
are a large-scale option, and are only financially viable for institutions with a
sufficiently large international student body falling into this specific user cate-
gory – students not directly admissible, but not deemed as requiring an extra
year of preparation.

Preparing postgraduate students (Chapter 6)

Several institutions and networks organise preparatory courses for postgra-
duate students, in many cases in addition to undergraduate preparatory pro-
grammes. These courses are often designed to prepare international gra-

13
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duates for taught masters programmes and are consequently called pre-
masters programmes (PMP). They provide universities with an additional
channel for the recruitment of good international graduate students, and may
offer a good source of income for the college or university delivering the pro-
grammes. Programmes should aim both at improving the chances of stu-
dents to do well in their masters degree, and at contributing to the accessibi-
lity and attractiveness of the programmes.

The purpose of the pre-masters programmes is by and large slightly different
from that of undergraduate preparatory programmes. The two main uses are:

1. to convert from one subject area to another, when the bachelors degree
is in a field different from the desired masters programme. In some cases
national students from a different disciplinary background also enrol on
these courses.

2. to upgrade the previous qualification, either because of low achievement
in the bachelors course, or because of a shorter than required study pe-
riod – for example, two to three year diplomas, and in some cases three
year bachelors.

Furthermore, the offer of pre-masters programmes corresponds to a perceiv-
ed need of international students – especially from culturally different back-
grounds – to prepare themselves better for the usually short one or two-year
masters programmes. On a short course, students cannot “waste time” on a
long adaptation period, but need to be fully functional from the start, and in
most cases able to complete a piece of independent research by the end of
the degree programme. As the international student market becomes more
global, the variety of backgrounds of the students increases: it is logical to
expect that some students, even good ones, could not perform well or achieve
their full potential in a one-year postgraduate course without specific support
during the programme, or without extra preparation prior to its start.

Many European countries have only recently started to offer a larger number
of masters programmes – a consequence of the degree structure reform in
the context of the Bologna process. There is clearly a need to think about
what kind of specific support mechanisms, including preparatory programmes,
should be offered to international postgraduate students, and how their
needs differ form those of undergraduate students. Postgraduate preparation
is likely to expand in conjunction with the expected growing numbers of inter-
national students entering European higher education at this level, especially
for taught masters programmes. Several universities visited in the context of
this project were planning to start offering pre-masters preparation, and
those already offering such programmes want to extend them to cover a lar-
ger number of subject areas.

As the pre-masters programmes rely substantially or entirely on fee income
for their survival, it is crucial that they attract a critical mass of students,

14
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without compromising the academic suitability of students for postgraduate
study in the given country, institution, or programme. The admission of only
suitable students is necessary for the sustainability of the PMP: clearly, if a
large number of preparatory programme students fail to be admitted to a
masters programme after completing a PMP, or fail to perform in it, the PMP
is likely to become less popular and its financial sustainability will be re-
duced.

Part 2 – Services for international students

The second part of the study is dedicated to the presentation and analysis of
services offered to international students during their degree programmes.
The services included in this study cover information provision, language sup-
port, academic support, practical support, opportunities for work experience,
and leisure activities. The main emphasis is on academic and language sup-
port, as they have the most direct bearing on academic performance.

Approaches to international student support (Chapter 7)

In many countries and institutions, support for international students has
become a self-evident “part of the package” available to students. The quality
of an institution has started to be measured no longer only in terms of teach-
ing and research, but also in terms of available facilities and services. How-
ever, not all institutions have reached this level of awareness and commit-
ment to services, and in many cases they are still seen as an add-on, to be
addressed only to the minimum required level by the institutions themselves
and often ad hoc. The range, type and organisation of services for students
in general and international students in particular is both justified and in-
fluenced by a series of factors, related to both the institutional policy and a
number of practical factors: whether the institution tries to attract a large
number of students from a variety of countries, or the very best postgraduate
students; whether it is a professionally oriented college or a research inten-
sive PhD awarding institution; whether it teaches in English or in another lan-
guage; and whether it charges tuition fees or not.

Institutions need to take fundamental decisions on their approach to services,
based on an evaluation of student needs, especially international students.
The following questions are important for institutions to address: What sup-
port do students in higher education need? Do the needs of international
students differ from those of national students? Do they therefore need spe-
cial support and services compared to those available to all students? Who
should take responsibility for their organisation and who should cover the
costs?

Clearly, students and their needs should be the main focus of support and
services. The main aims of international student support from this perspec-
tive are: 1) enhancing students’ overall experience and improving their aca-
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demic performance; 2) levelling the disadvantages of international students
vis-à-vis national students by addressing issues where they may face addi-
tional difficulties. This suggests that an approach that does not recognise any
different needs of international students is likely to fail in responding to their
expectations and inadequately take care of their concerns.

From the institutional point of view, there may be several factors and objec-
tives motivating student support. The most common are as follows:

� improving student retention, performance, and success rates;
� concerns for a “duty of care” and responsibility for the students’ overall

well-being;
� responding to the raising expectations of students, especially in pro-

grammes which charge (high) tuition fees;
� contributing to the internationalisation of the institution; and most impor-

tantly to the global attractiveness of the institution.

But can a general “service mentality” – that is, recognition of the importance
of student support in general, and especially for international students – be
identified, and does it exist in the visited institutions? The short answer to
this question is “it depends”. Different attitudes to service provision exist in
different countries and even more so at different institutions. Services consi-
dered “essential” by one institution – in terms of student retention or satisfac-
tion, or global attractiveness – may not be on another’s agenda. Services are
sometimes seen as an “annex” or an extra, not inherently part of the universi-
ty’s core activities. An encompassing student-mindedness, comprehensive of
academic and other aspects of student life, would lead to a change in how
services are perceived by the university management, administration, acade-
mics, and even students, and is likely to lead to a more comprehensive
approach to serving (international) students.

Institutional choices on service provision may be influenced by national
level factors. The most important are the possible requirements or restric-
tions imposed by national legislation on international student recruitment and
support. Other national level requirements, such as limits on institutional
freedom in determining tuition fees, may have an indirect impact on institutio-
nal policies and practical possibilities for service provision.

The organisation of services for international students (Chapter 8)

One of the main questions that universities need to address when consider-
ing services for international students, in addition to “why to offer services”
and “what” should be on offer, is “who” should be involved in their delivery
and development. In most institutions providing services to international stu-
dents, whether separately from or together with national students, several
actors are likely to be involved. The main “levels” dealing with service design
and provision at an institution are:
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� Central level office or offices (such as the international office or student
support office)

� Departments or faculties
� Student unions or associations 

In most institutions, each of these levels is involved to a greater or lesser
extent, leading to a more or less centralised delivery model. Furthermore,
institutions may form networks or take advantage of the resources offered by
national level organisations to make their service provision more efficient and
comprehensive, and less costly.

One of the most important decisions having an impact on the organisation of
services within a university regards whether or not – or to what extent – ser-
vices for international students are delivered separately from those for natio-
nal students. Both main models – integrating and separating international
student support – have their pros and cons, and in many cases the advant-
ages of one model are the disadvantages of the other. Some benefits asso-
ciated with the separate treatment of international students include the
following: it is argued that, if offered separately, services for international stu-
dents can be made more specific and designed so as to better correspond to
the needs and challenges these students face. Providing a wide range of
services for international students in one place can lead to a higher level of
specialisation of staff, as well as better visibility of international affairs within
the institution. In parallel, there would be less need to have wide international
awareness across the campus, or to take steps to ensure that staff in all ser-
vice-related offices are internationally minded and knowledgeable about
international students’ needs. The international office, the typical deliverer of
international student support, is also simply seen as the logical “reference
point” for international students.

An integrated model, on the other hand, has the advantage of truly inte-
grating international students with the locals, and thus helps to prevent the
creation of a “split university”. This is considered one of the most important
benefits of this model. Spreading international expertise across the campus
may also raise the level of “internationalisation” of the university and create a
wider awareness and interest in international affairs. This is also a prerequi-
site for the integrated model to work: unless real international expertise can
be found in all those offices which are to deliver support to both national and
international students, there is a risk that the needs of the latter may not be
adequately met.

From the students’ point of view it need not matter whether the services are
integrated or not, or whether they are delivered by the central or faculty level,
or by a students’ union (or similar), as long as a sufficient level of services
are provided, attention is given to the particular needs of international stu-
dents, action is taken to facilitate integration with local students, information
about availability of services is clear, and staff can refer students to the
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appropriate services at all levels. Enough flexibility should be built into the
system, in all cases, so that basic guidance is offered to international stu-
dents at all levels. Concentrating all services under one roof (for those de-
livered at the central administrative level) may help students to orientate
themselves in what can be a “jungle” of services.

Information and orientation (Chapter 9)

One of the most important and essential services for international students
regards information provision both prior to and during their studies. For legal
and other reasons (international) students have a right to basic information
on immigration and visa regulations and procedures, admission require-
ments, tuition fees and other costs, term dates and examination schedules,
rules related to course assessment, and other issues. Information on these
areas is in many cases supplemented with information on the university and
campus and the destination city and country. In some cases, information is
considered not only the most important, but the only specific service needed
by international students (in addition to services on offer for all students).

Information provision for international students is especially crucial immedia-
tely before and after their arrival at the university, but it continues to be rele-
vant throughout the entire course of study. Information is delivered through a
number of media, including the internet, e-mails, and hard copies of guide-
books and leaflets, as well as information sessions either in the students’
home country (prior to departure) or at the future institution, most typically
during an orientation programme. Different units within an institution may
also provide information: the responsibilities may be shared, for example, by
the international office, student services office, and a central information
desk, and departments and faculties have often a duty to inform students
about the programme or faculty specific dates, rules, and requirements. The
large number of information sources means that precautions must be taken
to ensure the coherency and accuracy of information and that all important
areas are covered. Furthermore, while students are naturally expected to
master the teaching language (though not necessarily the local one), some
issues related to and using specific terminology may be difficult to under-
stand: institutions therefore need to ensure that information is expressed in
clear, simple language. Good information is complete, coherent and clear.

Several institutions organise orientation programmes for their new students.
These are important in spreading a wealth of information that is considered
helpful or even necessary for international students during the first weeks of
the degree programme. Information provision is not, however, the only pur-
pose of the orientation programmes. They are intended to familiarise stu-
dents with the university, the campus, and – importantly – with academic and
administrative staff, as well as each other. The orientation period may last
from a day to a week or even more, and is intended to create a feeling of
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welcome and belonging. In many institutions it is considered very important,
especially for international students, who find themselves far away from
home and their social and other networks. The orientation programmes de-
signed especially for undergraduate students, whether international or not,
aim at facilitating the passage from school to university life.

In addition to information provided and prepared by the institutions them-
selves, several national level organisations in the countries visited produce
information material specifically designed for international students. Such
information is generic, as it concentrates on issues common to all higher
education institutions, and is usually intended to promote the country’s
higher education abroad. Information from national organisations is an im-
portant addition tool, most typically for pre-arrival information, for students
and universities.

Language support (Chapter 10)

International students tend to come from different cultural as well as lin-
guistic backgrounds. While admission conditions usually set the required lan-
guage level sufficiently high for the students to be able to participate in the
degree programme, extra support immediately before or during the academic
year may be needed to enable international students to reach their full
potential. Support related to improving the mastering of the teaching lan-
guage is considered in many cases one of the most fundamental services
available for international students. Language poses one of the biggest
obstacles for many international students and it is also one of the most com-
mon attributed reasons for failure.

Language support for international students is delivered in different forms,
and is often offered by a more or less independent language centre, or a
department specialised in the teaching of languages. The main tools include:

� Taught language courses (both pre- and in-sessional)
� Access to self-study material (online, paper, or audiovisual)
� Ad hoc individualised or group support 

The first of these is by far the most substantial in terms of the variety of
courses on offer. However, the other tools play an important role due to their
greater flexibility and more individualised approach, and are often either
complementary to the first, or an option for students who cannot commit
themselves to a structured programme.

Academic support and career enhancement activities (Chapter 11)

International students may come from an educational background which is
culturally very different from that of the receiving country: attitudes to study,
teaching and learning methods, and relationships between students and
teachers may be substantially different. Harmonising the understanding of

19

Executive summary

Support for Students.qxd  08.12.2006  12:02  Seite 19



what is expected of students is seen – especially by institutions whose inter-
national students come from non-Western countries (for example from Asia)
– as one of the biggest challenges both for the students and the institution.
Students used to learning by memorisation may be unable to respond to the
requirements of critical thinking and analysis without additional support and
guidance. Many European higher education institutions have seen in the last
years a shift from focus on exchange student to an increasing number of
international degree students, who are more and more frequently coming
from non-European countries. This has presented the institutions with new
challenges, and additional services have been created to facilitate the aca-
demic integration of the students, and thus their performance in their degree
programme.

Academically-related support may be delivered by different units within an
institution: separate units specialised in learning skills, academic writing, or
intercultural skills may share the responsibility for offering workshops, one-
to-one guidance, or self-study material and facilities. This is also one of the
service areas in which academic departments are most likely to have an
important share of responsibility, and at some universities it is the only sup-
port role the departments have. Different means of providing academic sup-
port can be distinguished, and range from the very basic availability of staff,
to students’ questions, to highly developed facilities and tools. The following
list gives an outline of the different items related to academic support:

� Proactively monitoring progress
� Workshops on learning and study skills 
� Individual tutoring and study related personal counselling
� Self-study material (online or paper-based)

While the objectives of academic support – to improve student performance
and retention and to reduce drop-out rates – are clear and widely shared,
measuring the real impact of in-session academic support may be very diffi-
cult. Only anecdotal evidence exists in most cases, and while the impression
is that there is a positive correlation between success and the use (and of
course, as a precondition, the availability) of academic support, measuring
the relative value-for-money or impact of each area of support is virtually
impossible.

It is a widely shared feeling that universities should not only provide acade-
mic preparation and transmit knowledge to their students, but also effectively
prepare them for the labour market, or “for life”. In particular, this relates to
gaining international competences and work experience and developing
other personal skills. Opportunities for gaining work opportunities is one of
the most frequent requests of international students and an area where visa
regulations mean they meet more difficulties compared to national students.
This is especially relevant for countries with rigid immigration rules and long
procedures to obtain work permits, or for countries where no paid employ-
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ment may be taken up by student visa holders. While this is perhaps the area
of services least directly related to academic study (in contrast to language
or academic support, or even practical issues which need to be taken care of
as a precondition for study abroad), work opportunities are perceived as one
of the most important services from several students’ points of view, and is
an important issue taken into consideration when choosing an institution.

International students are, almost by definition, exposed to other cultures,
and thus likely to gain international competences informally through friend-
ships, interaction with flatmates and the surrounding environment, and simp-
ly by studying in a foreign country and in a system different to their own.
However, some universities have created specific schemes to facilitate inter-
national interaction within the campus and with local students, and have pro-
vided tools, such as awards or certificates, to enable students to demonstrate
their interest and international skills to future employers.

Practical support, welfare, and leisure (Chapter 12)

The final chapter considers service areas which have an important role for
students but are less directly study-related (contrary to language and acade-
mic support, for example). The chapter covers primarily what may be termed
“practical support”, such as administrative issues, or help with housing, and
has a small section on welfare support and leisure activities.

The provision of practical support is often very centralised, as it is in many
cases highly administrative. Academic departments are therefore likely to
have a less extensive role in their delivery. One area of practical support
available at most institutions is specifically intended for international stu-
dents. This principally includes support with visa applications and renewals,
or residence permits, and is often organised by the international office or its
equivalent. At institutions with highly integrated services, this may be the sole
support offered separately to international students, and usually available
even at institutions where little other support is on offer for international or
national degree students. Practical support related to international issues is
usually concentrated in an international office. Many other practically-related
support items may be provided similarly to national and international stu-
dents by service units within the institution. The provision of practical support
may be highly time-consuming, especially visa-related issues, which tend to
take a lion’s share of the time of international office staff and are sometimes
perceived as limiting the possibilities for the development of other less strictly
necessary support.

Many institutions pay special attention to the physical and psychological
well-being of their students. International students, especially, may require
assistance in gaining access to a medical doctor and seem also to have,
generally speaking, more need for psychological counselling than their local
peers. This may be explained by several factors such as being away from
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one’s cultural context, family, and social network, or the pressure under
which some of the international students may live due to expectations of the
family, or the cultural unacceptability of failure. While health support, includ-
ing psychological counselling, is usually available to national students, it is in
many cases considered especially important for international students, and
is often more widely used by them.

Students are assumed to perform better if they are happy and content with
their overall university experience. For this reason many institutions invest
time and resources in the organisation of free-time and leisure activities,
or in offering international students the opportunity to socialise with each
other and with the local students. This can take different forms, from organis-
ed activities to informal gatherings in “common rooms”. Student unions and
other student associations may have an important role to play in the delivery
of such services, for example through the coordination and organisation of
student clubs or societies.
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2 Introduction

2.1 Background and aims 

The changing European higher education scene

European higher education has always been international: students have
moved for purposes of study since the establishment of the first universities.
However, the number of international students has increased and their ori-
gins have changed through time. Latest statistics show that almost half of all
foreign students in European higher education come from other European
countries, and that geographical proximity has a strong impact on mobility
flows. But the number of students from other continents is steadily increas-
ing, especially from Asia. Chinese students now make up more than 6 per-
cent of all students in European higher education, making China the largest
single country of origin of foreign students in Europe3. The increase in the
number of non-European students studying in Europe is partly due to the
successful promotion of European universities in other parts of the world.
While in many countries admission of students from the developing world
into European universities is sometimes viewed as an aspect of development
cooperation, universities have started to show interest in recruiting well quali-
fied students – or even the “best brains” – globally. Students from other conti-
nents come from culturally different backgrounds and are likely to have diffe-
rent needs compared to national students, or international students coming
from neighbouring countries: in order to be able to attract them, universities
need to demonstrate that they can adequately respond to their expectations.

As a tool to draw more international students into European higher educa-
tion, more than 40 countries have joined the inter-governmental Bologna
process. It aims to achieve a high degree of convergence between higher
education degrees across Europe. The structural reform of degree pro-
grammes – from what was previously often a long first degree to a three to
four year bachelors programme followed by a one to two year masters pro-
gramme – has meant that international students increasingly enter European
higher education at a new point: directly at the masters level. Again, the
situation of these students may require special attention, both in terms of
services during their degree programme and preparations prior to their start.

In addition to the changes in the composition of the international student
body, many countries and institutions have started introducing tuition fees for
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international students4, and many of the institutions that have charged fees
for some time are considering raising them. When higher education ceases
to be free and becomes an investment, students’ expectations are likely to
rise, and consequently institutions need to consider whether they offer stu-
dents “value-for-money”. Institutions, especially those without a strong inter-
national reputation, need to be able to demonstrate not only the quality of
their programmes and teaching, but also the services they are able to pro-
vide to (international) students.

Support for international students has therefore become an important issue
for many countries and institutions. Support programmes and services merit
attention both in places where little or no support is currently available –
either in the form of preparatory programmes or other services – and where
support structures are already in place. As the composition of the student
body changes, so do students’ demands and expectations. This means that
existing support structures need to be periodically reviewed in light of their
appropriateness both for the institution and the students.

Aim and scope of the study

The German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) commissioned this study
as a contribution to the discussion taking place in Germany on the reform
and role of the publicly funded undergraduate preparatory programmes, Stu-
dienkollegs. These programmes prepare foreign secondary school leavers
for admission to German universities. The programme is obligatory and free
of charge for students, often from developing countries, whose secondary
school leaving certificate is not considered equivalent to the German Abitur.
The programmes offer good preparation for university studies, and have
done for more than forty years. However, they are expensive to run and the
number of students involved is relatively small5. Furthermore, policy priorities
are now shifting from a concentration on development cooperation to trying
to attract some of the best students in the world. Apart from the Studienkol-
legs, there is a low level of academic and other support available to interna-
tional students in Germany. The current discussion on support for these stu-
dents centres on whether and how the Studienkollegs could be transformed
so as to benefit a wider student cohort, and how the needs of international
degree students already admitted to German universities could otherwise be
met.

Few comprehensive studies have been completed at the European level on
the availability and range of support for international students, despite the
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fact that these issues are topical and important in Germany and other Euro-
pean countries. This publication aims to fill part of the gap by providing a
wide range of examples of good practice in international student support in
different countries, including some non-European countries. The study gives
an overview and assesses a range of preparatory programmes offered prior
to undergraduate and postgraduate degree programmes, and support avail-
able during the various phases of degree programmes. The main part of the
publication outlines the support offered to international students at a variety
of institutions in selected countries. Individual cases are described in detail,
which forms the basis for categorising and analysing a variety of service and
preparatory programme “models”. The aim and purpose of the study is for
the results to be used to inform discussions in different national and institu-
tional contexts when deliberating on services for international students6.

The main questions to be addressed in the study are:

� How do institutions approach student support? 
� What, if any, distinction is made between international and national stu-

dents in the organisation and delivery of support? What would be the
right balance?

� What are the essential areas of support, both for the study success of
international students and for the attractiveness of an institution? What
should be offered?

� Who should be responsible for providing international student services
and how can they be best organised?

� To what extent do the services offered meet expectations, and how do
they contribute to national and institutional policies – for example on inter-
nationalisation or recruitment? 

The study is not a textbook on how to organise international student support.
Rather, it gives examples on different aspects of support for international stu-
dents in different national and institutional contexts. It is therefore neither a
comparative study between countries nor an exhaustive list of all available
models. Examples, models and conclusions are based on the institutional
case studies, and therefore other models may exist in other countries or
institutions.

2.2 Terminology and definitions

Student support is a term that is understood differently in different countries,
and may encompass a variety of areas. In this study, student support is
interpreted broadly, encompassing university preparatory programmes and
services offered during the degree programme itself. These two types of sup-
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port are focused on because they have similar aims – they are both intended
to improve students’ study success and performance during the degree pro-
gramme, facilitate their adaptation to the local study-environment, and en-
able them to benefit as fully as possible from their international experience.
Student support starts when a student has accepted an admissions offer
from the prospective university and is thus on the way to becoming a mem-
ber of the university. From that perspective, this book follows on from the
recent publication of the Academic Cooperation Association on the admis-
sion of international students in higher education7.

Preparatory programmes are divided into undergraduate preparatory pro-
grammes (foundation years) and postgraduate preparatory programmes
(pre-masters programmes). Undergraduate and postgraduate preparatory
programmes prepare international students before the start of the respective
degree programme and last from one term up to a year (and in some cases
even longer)8. Pathways are another type of preparatory programme, offering
undergraduate preparation and the first year degree curriculum in a combin-
ed intensive programme of at least a year, leading to direct admission to the
second year of a bachelors programme. Each of these preparatory program-
mes is described in detail in the following chapters.

The second part of the book addresses services for international students,
from when they have accepted an offer of admission at a university to when
they graduate (and in some cases even after that). Consequently, recruit-
ment and admissions-related services, such as pre-admission information,
have not been included in the study. The word “services” has different con-
notations in different cultural contexts. This study will cover the following ser-
vices:

� information provision and orientation programmes
� language support
� academic support and career enhancement activities (such as work

opportunities)
� practical support and student well-being.

The focus of the second part of the book is on in-course services directed at
improving students’ study-success. Analysing the different ways of providing
such study-related support is the main purpose of all parts of this study. Con-
sequently, other services, such as health care, psychological counselling,
and religious services have received little or no attention. University facilities,
such as libraries, computer rooms, internet access, refectories, halls of resi-
dence, gyms, and so on are also beyond the scope of this study.
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The term “university” is used in its wider meaning and refers to higher edu-
cation institutions in general, unless otherwise specified. The term “under-
graduate” refers to students in programmes with a minimum duration of
three years, leading to a first university degree. For simplicity, these pro-
grammes are in general terms referred to as bachelors programmes. Conver-
sely, the term “postgraduate” refers to programmes – and their students –
pursuing studies subsequent to a first level university degree (a bachelors).
In practice, while not excluding research students (such as PhD), the term
postgraduate refers in most cases to masters programmes or students.

The study scrutinises support for international degree students in higher
education. International students are students whose previous qualification
is from one country, and who wish to move to another for the purposes of
study. International degree students, so classified, may not be the same as
foreign students, or those with foreign origins, such as children of migrants.
This distinction is important, as international students who access higher
education directly from another country may have significantly different
study-related, personal, and administrative needs compared with those of
foreign nationality, but already residing in and with previous study or school-
ing experience in the host country.

A further classification is due: among international students, most attention in
this study is given to support for degree students, as distinct of international
exchange students. The latter are students who come to a foreign institution
for a relatively short period of time, and not to complete the entire degree
programme, but in some cases they have access to higher level of support
than international degree students (who may be considered on par with the
local students). In Europe, especially, institutions have for years focused
strongly on exchanges and organised mobility, rather than on receiving inter-
national degree students. While for a long time international degree students,
or “free movers” – and consequently support to them – have not been per-
ceived as a priority, the situation seems to be slowly changing due to chan-
ging recruitment targets and the desire to attract some of the world’s best
students.

2.3 Methodology 

The study on support for international students in higher education was carri-
ed out by the Academic Cooperation Association (ACA) between October
2005 and October 2006. The author, Maria Kelo, received great support from
her colleagues Franziska Muche and Bernd Wachter.

Information for the study was collected using a variety of methods:

– desk research, including a review of the available literature and an
extensive assessment of online and printed material of individual institu-
tions and national level organisations;
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– international expert group meetings, to set the scope of the study, and
receive suggestions on the structure of the study, the interview guide-
lines, and choice of countries, institutions and organisations to be includ-
ed. National level experts who were not part of the study expert group
were also consulted extensively on the choice of case studies.

– Face-to-face interviews during site-visits to the chosen institutions and
organisations. People interviewed at institutions typically included:
� a senior level policy planner, such as the rector, or the vice-president

for international affairs or student support (depending on the internal
division of tasks);

� key staff at the international office and/or student services office;
� preparatory programme directors or coordinators;
� staff at departmental level in charge of student services (if relevant);

international students.

Where possible, visits were also carried out to national higher education
authorities and other national level organisations involved in the delivery of
services for international students, either at practical or policy level. These
visits were important in providing information on the national context in which
institutions operate, and to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the
overall higher education system9.

The choice of countries, institutions and organisations was based on a num-
ber of criteria, including: 1) high relative numbers of international students; 2)
an adequate geographical spread, especially within Europe; 3) (extensive)
use of university preparatory programmes. When choosing institutions within
a country, the availability of interesting models or approaches to services
was used as a selection criterion. Knowledge of such examples was based
on ACA’s previous experience, especially in the context of the study on inter-
national student admissions10, and very importantly on information from
national experts in the selected countries. It should be noted that some of
the institutions (or countries) chosen are relevant to only one part of the
study – i.e. either preparatory programmes or student services.

The countries included in this study are: Australia, Canada, Hungary, the
Netherlands, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. A particular example of a
preparatory programme for international engineering students in France has
also been incorporated11. For the main countries in the study, a brief country
chapter is provided. The purpose of these chapters is to provide readers with
an overview of the context in which the institutions operate, including natio-
nal regulations on student support and national organisations that may have
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a role in providing international student support. Regulations, reforms and
trends at the national level may have an impact on the approaches adopted
by individual institutions, and are therefore important to consider when eva-
luating institutional cases. The report does not aim at providing “country
examples” – only individual examples of good practice in support of interna-
tional students are outlined. The institutions and organisations visited are
listed in the annexes.
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3 Country overviews – the framework for institutional 
policies and practice

The following brief country sections are intended to give the reader an over-
view of higher education in each of the countries included in this study12,
especially from the point of view of its internationalisation – both state of art
and policy – and student support. Even though support for international stu-
dents is often the business of the institutions (or eventually, of their net-
works), national level regulations, such as legal requirements on service
standards, or regulations regarding tuition fees, may have a visible impact on
institutional possibilities for service provision, and on their approach to inter-
national students. In each country it is possible to identify and observe some
features with an impact on internationalisation in general, and support to
international degree students in particular. The issues considered in these
overviews include the overall international student numbers and features of
the national internationalisation strategy, different access routes to higher
education, specific features on student support, tuition fees, and an overview
of the national level organisations contributing to support for international
students.

3.1 Australia: seeing students as customers

According to IDP Australia, there were 344 815 international student enrol-
ments in Australia in 2005, of whom 164 930 were students in higher educa-
tion13. The top 5 countries of origin were China, India, Malaysia, Hong Kong
and Indonesia. Student enrolments from China and India grew strongly from
2004 to 2005, increasing by 33 and 25 percent respectively. International stu-
dents represent approximately 17.7 percent of the total population of Austra-
lian university students. There are also an estimated 54 500 transnational
students, of whom approximately 12 000 are studying off-campus (through
distance learning or online) and an estimated 42 500 of whom are studying
at off-shore campuses of Australian universities in other countries. Internatio-
nal students contribute almost AUS $ 6 billion (€ 3.5 billion) to the Australian
economy annually14.

Australian universities have focussed strongly on internationalisation, and
especially to attracting international students, for many years. The aim, gene-
rally speaking, is for the universities to attract the best possible students
worldwide, though there is awareness that the very best are likely to choose
another destination. Market rationales have become increasingly important,
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12 With the exception of France, for which only one example case is presented in the study.
13 According to the OECD there were 188 160 international students in Australia in 2003, 18.7 percent of

the total student population. Cf. OECD, Education at a Glance. Paris: OECD, 2005, p. 250.
14 Study carried out by the University of Queensland Social Research Centre on behalf of Australian Educa-

tion International (AEI, http://aei.dest.gov.au/AEI/Default.aspx).
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with Asia seen as having particularly strong market potential. The number of
students in China, for example, exceeds the total Australian population.

The international openness of Australian universities started from their early
years and rapidly expanded under the Commonwealth Colombo Plan with a
large-scale aid programme from the 1950s onwards. This was further ex-
panded in response to the high demand for Australian higher education, but
as the aid programme could not accommodate all requests, the majority of
international students were accepted on the payment of international student
fees. While the financial motives for international recruitment have become
very important, universities are also looking for wider benefits, such as better
mutual understanding and providing an international experience to the local
students, as well as, attracting students of the highest possible calibre. Thus,
while commercial interests are the main driving force of institutional and
national internationalisation strategies, the broader aims and ideals of inter-
national cooperation have not been abandoned altogether.

The Vice-Chancellors Committee (AVCC) aims to attract international stu-
dents to Australia, but one of its policy aims is also to have at least 20 per-
cent of Australian students go for a period abroad during their studies by
2020. Universities and the government are already responding to this propo-
sal, for example by providing special grants for outgoing students. Currently,
at some universities it is compulsory for students on certain courses to go
abroad for part of their studies.

National level control over student support – “consumer protection”

Pastoral care and student support are an important part of Australia’s educa-
tion system and the support structures are in most cases very well develop-
ed. Availability of a wide range of services and facilities planned especially
for international students is used as one of the main selling points of Austra-
lian higher education. All universities with large numbers of international stu-
dents offer specialised services which are quality assured and regulated by
the law (see ESOS act below). Support is important in the choice of higher
education destination: parents of international students are interested in gett-
ing a good education for their children, but it is also vital for them to know
that their children are looked after properly.

Australian institutions aim at being sensitive to religious and cultural needs
and provide a range of support and monitoring services to help deal with
settling into a new environment, the practicalities of living in Australia, and
completing studies. This is because most Australian international students
come from Asia, and may have very different cultures and study practices.
Services typically include language tuition, international student advisers,
application and visa-processing assistance, as well as on-arrival reception
and orientation programmes. International students are also offered the
health, counselling, accommodation and employment services that are
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usually open to national students. Study skills courses or workshops are
organised by most institutions, and are usually open to all students.

The Education Services for Overseas Students (ESOS) act of 2000 is a legal
framework for the minimum level of services to be provided by each institu-
tion to its international students. The act was put in place for two main rea-
sons: to assure that visa-related requirements are met (and that students do
not use study visas for other immigration purposes) and to protect students’
rights as consumers by assuring a consistent approach throughout the insti-
tutions. The act gives legal basis to a 2001 national code of conduct, which
sets out in more detail how the act should be implemented. A revised version
of the code of conduct is currently in the making. The new code will entrench
which support services should be offered by universities and why, and will
provide clearer guidelines for universities making agreements with recruit-
ment agents abroad. In short, while the 2001 code set out the principles of
international student support, the new version is meant to show how to pro-
vide adequate student support.

In 2005 the Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee produced its own code of
conduct on services for international students. This code is a guideline to
support the ESOS national code and was signed by all AVCC members15.
The AVCC code includes items such as responsibility for agents, require-
ments and regarding accurate pre-departure and orientation information, fee
refund policy, and conditions for off-shore operations. The AVCC code does
not in itself add anything new to the national code, but provides more detail-
ed guidelines on how to meet the high quality standards in student services
required by ESOS and the national code.

The government controls the compliance to ESOS and monitors all higher
education providers to protect the interests of international students. Part of
the new code being developed is seen by universities as putting too large an
administrative burden on them and as undermining university autonomy. But
they are in agreement that there should be more control over private higher
education providers and that the central government should take action
where the providers are not fully ESOS compliant.

Direct access, pathways, and foundation courses

In Australia, universities set their own admission standards, but they all ope-
rate within the broad access guidelines set by the Australian Qualifications
Framework (AQF). Students need a sufficient level of English language profi-
ciency and usually need a certificate equivalent to the Australian Senior
School Certificate of Education (Year 12). Institutions will assess whether the
candidate meets the selection criteria set for the proposed course of study
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by looking at the level and content of the study completed in Australia or in
the home country. Some courses also have prerequisite subjects, which the
student must have previously studied. Entry to postgraduate courses re-
quires satisfactory completion of a first degree at undergraduate level.
Demonstrated research ability or relevant work experience may also be
taken into consideration.

Various alternative routes are on offer for students who do not meet the
admission requirements. There are many English language courses with
starting dates throughout the year to prepare students whose English profi-
ciency is not high enough. All Australian universities have their own English
language centre or have links with private English language colleges.

If students do not meet the academic entry criteria, they can enrol in a
secondary school in Australia or on a foundation studies course. Students on
foundation courses often have a conditional offer from their prospective uni-
versity. Foundation programmes taken by students prior to their first year of
university study are generally designed for international students only.
Pathway programmes are an alternative for students who need less additio-
nal preparation, and only slightly miss the admission requirements of the uni-
versity. They combine a foundation and first year of undergraduate study and
prepare students, in 12 months, for entry to the second year of the university
degree programme. While the foundation programmes are usually only for
international students, the pathway programmes are often open for Austra-
lian students too. However, their principal aim remains that of facilitating the
entry of international students.

There are no national level foundation or pathway programmes and no natio-
nal level regulations on them: the only requirement is that the institution pro-
viding the courses is listed as an official education provider. Good practice
requires students to have a guarantee of continuation which is why the suc-
cessful foundation and pathway programmes are often run by the universities
themselves, or by schools with a direct agreement with one or more universi-
ties.

International student fees

The government’s Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST)
requires institutions to charge international students at least the minimum fee
to cover direct costs. Universities are otherwise free to set their own fees for
international students. The following shows typical costs for one year of
study:

Foundation studies: AUS $ 9 000 – 14 000 
Undergraduate class-based courses: AUS $ 10 000 – 13 500 
Undergraduate lab-based courses: AUS $ 11 000 – 16 500 
Masters and Doctoral degrees: AUS $ 11 000 – 18 000 
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Some institutions charge an additional fee, on top of tuition fees, to cover
other student costs. These may include student organisation membership,
library and laboratory costs, and sports facility costs.

National level support for international students

IDP Australia, which has so far concentrated on marketing Australian higher
education and supporting students in off-shore programmes, is now moving
towards the provision of counselling – for example, through a help-line – for
international students in Australia. The main purpose is to provide services
for students in smaller universities who may not receive the necessary prac-
tical and pastoral support from their university.

Australian Education International, AEI, is part of the DEST and manages
the multilingual Study in Australia website and in-country communications
campaigns. The Study in Australia website (http://studyinaustralia.gov.au)
offers information on available courses, admission requirements, a step-by-
step guide on how to choose a university, how to apply and what to do before
arrival – including advice on visa applications – and information on the living
costs in Australia. AEI also provides assessment services, information and
advice on the recognition of educational and professional qualifications and
skills from other countries through the National Office for Overseas Skills
Recognition (NOOSR).

3.2 Canada: various access paths and integrated services16

Canada is a country of great diversity, especially when it comes to educatio-
nal matters. There is no federal education ministry in Canada. Education is
under the jurisdiction of the 13 provincial / territorial governments, and conse-
quently each province or territory has its own educational system, with diffe-
rent ministerial structures governing higher education and internationalisa-
tion policies. To illustrate the diversity of the Canadian education system, this
overview outlines some general trends and focuses on specific details in two
provinces: Québec and British Columbia, both very popular but different
destinations for international students.

International students in Canadian higher education – facts and figures

There are over 200 public and private degree-granting post-secondary institu-
tions in Canada. Most Canadian universities are publicly funded. In 2003-04,
overall enrolment in Canadian higher education institutions numbered
990 400 students. Of this number, over 70 000 were international students.
This represents 7 percent of the total student population, up from 4 percent
in the previous year. Ontario, British Columbia and Québec are the top three
destinations inside Canada for international students. Canadian universities
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receive their largest share of international students from Asia, mostly from
China, South Korea, Japan, Hong Kong and India. About 20 percent of its
foreign students come from Europe (mainly France), and 16 percent come
from North America, Central America and the Caribbean17. The origin of the
students varies between provinces, for obvious reasons related to geographi-
cal and cultural proximity: the percentage of French and African students in
francophone Québec is important, whereas students from the Asia-Pacific
region form a clear majority of international students in British Columbia.

Internationalisation policy – no national level champion

Although the Canadian constitution grants exclusive powers to the provinces
to “make laws in relation to education”, the federal government also has an
interest in higher education. One aim of federal investment in higher edu-
cation is to “promote Canada’s interests internationally in relation to, and
through, higher education”18. Some activities relating to higher education are
being implemented through the Department of Foreign Affairs and Internatio-
nal Trade (DFAIT), the department of Human Resources and Social Develop-
ment (HRSD) and the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA).
At the federal level, the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada (CMEC)
provides a forum for education ministers to share information, discuss issues
of common concern and coordinate their activities internationally.

While Canada has no coordinated internationalisation policy in higher educa-
tion, there are attempts to articulate international education aims and strate-
gies both at provincial and national levels. The Association of Universities
and Colleges of Canada (AUCC) is advocating on behalf of its members to
position the international dimension of Canada’s higher education and re-
search as a key domestic and foreign policy priority, and it has released
several policy positions in the past years19. Additionally, in November 2005,
the government of that time announced a considerable investment for inter-
national education activities in 200620. A change of government in early
2006, however, brought with it new priorities. This meant that AUCC’s advo-
cacy efforts had to be renewed.

Most provinces have understood the importance of international education
and several have established or are establishing a provincial level internatio-
nalisation policy. Québec was the first province to develop an internationali-
sation policy. The latest policy paper on Québec’s international policy, issued
in May 2006, argues in favour of skilled migration and advocates doing more
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17 Source: Statistics Canada, http://www.statcan.ca/Daily/English/051011/d051011b.htm
18 Cf. http://www.aucc.ca/_pdf/english/reports/2006/fed_role_02_23_e.pdf .
19 Cf. http://www.aucc.ca/policy/index_e.html, mainly “Canada Universities. Our strengths. Our future”,

February 2006, and “Achieving Excellence in and for the World: Knowledge Partnerships as building
blocks for Canada’s International Relations”, October 2005.

20 AUCC, see also http://www.fin.gc.ca/budtoce/2005/ec05_e.html and http://www.aucc.ca/publications/
media/2005/11_14_e.html 
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for Québec’s universities and colleges to remain attractive, for their pro-
grammes to better comply with international standards and for young Qué-
becers to experience openness to the world. It states that Québec needs to
further promote exchange, increase the visibility of its universities and en-
sure that students are being offered “attractive conditions”21. The British
Columbia Ministry of Education is currently working on an internationalisati-
on strategy. It renews the government’s earlier engagement with internatio-
nalisation, which had led, in 1989, to the establishment of the British Colum-
bia Centre for International Education (BCCIE). During a period of “disenga-
gement” between 2001 and 2005, the government’s position was to leave
internationalisation efforts to higher education institutions. Present efforts to
establish an internationalisation policy and define the role of the provincial
government aim to provide an “enabling environment” for internationalisa-
tion22.

General features of student services

Regardless of the students’ origin, Canadian universities provide a wide
range of support for their students through a number of fairly common ser-
vices and resources, like pre-arrival guides, orientation weeks, study skills
workshops, counselling and academic advice, careers services, medical ser-
vices, housing, and athletics, among others.

While all of the above services are easily accessible to all students, there are
often additional or at least separately managed services for international stu-
dents. Especially for smaller institutions, offering special services to interna-
tional students is frequently seen as a way of distinguishing themselves from
the larger and more established universities.

The provision of services to international students is not subject to any legal
regulations – it falls within the purview of each higher education institution.
However, the Canadian Bureau for International Education (CBIE) has pro-
duced Guidelines for Ethical Practice, which set (non-binding) standards for
services to be provided to international students. The guidelines recommend
developing services to help the adjustment of international students to life
and study in Canada, to promote the acceptance of international students on
campus, to promote understanding of their academic, social and cultural
needs, and to appoint advisers and counsellors with the requisite skills23.
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21 Cf. http://www.mri.gouv.qc.ca/fr/_scripts/Actualites/ViewNew.asp?NewID=3579&lang=fr. See http://www.
mels.gouv.qc.ca/lancement/strat_intern_educ/index.htm and http://www.cse.gouv.qc.ca/FR/Publications/
index.html?lstPublication=Avis&lst for earlier policy documents/reports.

22 See also a discussion paper for the BC Progress Board, “The Role of International Education: Expanding
Student Opportunity and Economic Development in British Columbia”, http://www.bcprogressboard.com/
2005Report/EducationReport/Education_Final.pdf

23 Cf. http://www.cbie.ca/about/index_e.cfm?page=code_e
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Access to higher education: transfer programmes, CEGEPs and
preparatory programmes

There is no guaranteed access to higher education in Canada. While the
possession of academic requisites makes students eligible, higher education
institutions are autonomous in their admissions decisions, and open or
selective admissions fully depend on the institutional policy24. To promote
access to higher education in remote areas, colleges offering short degree or
transfer programmes are common in a number of Canadian provinces.
Therefore, credit transfer, or transfer between secondary and post-secondary
education, is an important matter of debate within and between some pro-
vinces25.

In Alberta and British Columbia, so-called ”transfer colleges”, or university
colleges providing transfer programmes, are common. They mainly target
local students, but a number of colleges promote their programmes interna-
tionally, converting them into pathways for international students wanting to
earn a post-secondary degree in Canada. The British Columbia Council on
Admission and Transfer (BCCAT) facilitates articulation and transfer between
BC higher education institutions. Although it has no legislative or regulating
authority, its transfer guide is recognised and commonly used by higher edu-
cation institutions in British Columbia. The transfer guide is mainly targeting
national/BC students; however, it is also used for the recruitment and transfer
of international applicants.

In Québec, over half of the province’s population live in Montreal and Qué-
bec City while the rest are spread across often remote areas and smaller
towns. The CEGEPs (Collèges d’enseignement général et professionnel)
were created to allow students living in remote areas to access higher edu-
cation. The CEGEP is the first level of higher education in Québec, leading
either to university or employment in a technical profession. They are obliga-
tory for students from the province of Québec, and considered equivalent to
the final two years of secondary education in systems where secondary edu-
cation lasts 13 years. The CEGEPs have an organisation marketing CEGEP
education internationally: however, it focuses primarily on the technical three-
year programmes rather than on marketing the CEGEPs as a pathway into
higher education26.
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24 Some agreements provide a defacto guarantee if the student meets a range of requirements and/or
achieves a given GPA.

25 Cf. Ministerial Statement on Credit Transfer in Canada, http://www.cmec.ca/publications/winnipegstatement.
en.asp, Pan-Canadian Protocol on the Transferability of Learning, http://www.accc.ca/english/_advocacy/
advocacy_priorities/mobility/protocol.htm, Pan-Canadian Protocol on the Transferability of University Cre-
dentials, http://www.cmec.ca/postsec/transferabilit.en.stm

26 Officially, no transfer of credits between the CEGEPs and Quebec’s universities is possible. However,
CEGEP graduates will usually be allowed to do a three-year bachelors degree (instead of four). Cf.
CEGEP International, http://www.cegepinternational.qc.ca/etudiantsetrangers/informations.html, http://
www.cegepinternational.qc.ca/anglais/english.html
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A considerable number of universities in Canada offer institutional prepara-
tory programmes for international students – both language and content-ori-
ented and both at undergraduate and pre-masters level.

Legal regulations conditioning services and pathways: tuition fees and
work permits

Tuition fees for international students vary throughout Canada, depending on
the province, the field, the level of study and the type of institution. Usually,
international students pay between two and five times more than Canadian
nationals. In 2005-06, international tuition fees for undergraduate pro-
grammes varied between CAD 5 600 and CAD 21 000 CAD (about € 3 900
and € 14 600) and for graduate programmes between CAD 2 500 and 36 000
(approximately € 1 740 and € 25 000)27. Ultimately, fee levels depend very
much on the institutional policy and the provincial context.

In British Columbia, universities do not get a provincial grant for international
students. They are free to set the level of tuition fees, and these can be sub-
stantial and among the highest in Canada. Not surprisingly, financial motiva-
tion is an important factor driving the recruitment of foreign students. Income
from international tuition fees remains within the higher education institution,
which can, in turn, reinvest the money in internationally oriented activities
and distribute it among individual departments. In Québec, the situation is
different: the Ministry of Education sets maximum fee levels. Higher educa-
tion institutions can only keep a small part (10 to 15%) of the income genera-
ted by international students. The main part is transferred to the Québec
Ministry of Education, which, in turn, distributes funds to higher education
institutions all across Québec (making sure, this way, that institutions in
remote areas also get their share). Therefore, the financial motivation for for-
eign student recruitment is less predominant in Québec.

National level organisations providing support for international students

A number of non-governmental organisations at the federal and provincial
levels support the internationalisation of higher education and provide infor-
mation for international students: the Association of Universities and Colleges
of Canada (AUCC), the Canadian Bureau for International Education (CBIE),
the Canadian Information Centre for International Credentials (CICIC), the
Canadian Education Centre Network (CEC Network), the British Columbia
Centre for International Education (BCCIE), and at the provincial level, rec-
tors’ conferences, such as the Conférence des Recteurs et Principaux des
Universités du Québec (CREPUQ), and many others.

The AUCC (www.aucc.ca) represents the interests of 90 Canadian public
and private not-for-profit universities and university-degree level colleges. In
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addition to being involved in public advocacy and informing understanding of
Canadian universities at home and abroad, AUCC manages a range of pro-
grammes, including scholarship programmes, and provides a variety of ser-
vices to member organisations.

CBIE (www.cbie.ca) is an umbrella non-governmental organisation compris-
ed of colleges, universities, schools, school boards, educational organisa-
tions and businesses across Canada. A special chapter, the Student Advi-
sory / Conseils aux Étudiants (SACE) aims to support International Student
Advisors by providing a vehicle for the sharing of information and advocating
and supporting international students in Canada. SACE members have to
operate under the guidelines of the CBIE Code of Ethics (see above).

The CEC Network (www.cecn.ca) is a private independent not-for-profit com-
pany, aiming to market Canada as a study destination for international stu-
dents, and to provide interested students with information on study opportu-
nities. CEC Network also runs the information portal www.studyCanada.ca28.

The BCCIE (http://www.bccie.bc.ca) represents British Columbia institutions
and aims to provide a comprehensive source of information for international
students, parents and educators, and to coordinate and deliver effective mar-
keting strategies. Eduquebec Regions (http://www.eduquebec-regions.com)
promotes Québec’s regions as study destinations for international students.

3.3 Hungary: changing internationalisation scene

Hungarian higher education works according to a binary system of colleges
and universities. Some colleges are associated with universities and are
known as “college faculties” of those universities. A university may offer col-
lege-level courses, too. Courses at college level – corresponding to a bache-
lors degree – last a minimum of three and a maximum of four years. At uni-
versity level – corresponding to a masters – courses are a minimum of four
and a maximum of five years, with the exception of medical universities,
where courses last for 6 years. In addition to state higher education there are
private and religious institutions: the Hungarian higher education system
consists of 72 higher education institutions accredited by the Hungarian
Accreditation Committee (HAC), and include state universities and colleges,
religious universities and colleges, as well as private institutions.

State funding of the universities depends on the number of students, inde-
pendently of where the students come from. The university gets the same
subsidy for national and international students.
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Developing tools for increasing numbers of international students

Foreign students have studied in a number of Hungarian higher education
institutions for decades mainly in the fields of medicine, veterinary studies,
and technology. As a fruit of the cooperation of nearly 40 higher education
institutions, the “Campus Hungary” Association was established in 2004 to
promote Hungarian higher education abroad, to recruit foreign students, and
to develop appropriate courses for them. In addition to programmes delivered
in Hungarian, the number of programmes with a foreign language as the lan-
guage of instruction (mainly English or German) is increasing in several
higher education institutions. Most of the foreign language taught courses
are offered at the masters level.

The principal policy objectives include among others strengthening incen-
tives for student mobility – both international and domestic, in geographic
and academic terms. The 2005 Higher Education Act makes provisions to
facilitate cooperation between different higher education institutions in Hun-
gary and other countries, and removes the legal barriers for the development
and award of joint programmes and degrees.

There are around 230 000 students in tertiary education in Hungary, of which
13 000 are international students (in the 2004/2005 academic year). Of
these, about 3 000 attend courses taught in a foreign language – in most
cases English or German, and some in French. This corresponds to approxi-
mately 1.3 percent of the total student population, while the overall interna-
tional student numbers correspond to 5.7 percent. The remaining are mainly
students with Hungarian origins coming from the neighbouring countries. The
aim is to raise the number of students in foreign language taught pro-
grammes to 20 000 in the next decades, starting with at least doubling the
figure, to 6 000, by 2015. The overall number of international students has
increased gradually in recent years. Apart from neighbouring countries, inter-
national students come mostly from Germany, Norway, Israel and Greece.
About 80 percent of all international students come from Europe. There is a
strong effort to attract more Chinese students as a consequence of the
emerging commercial relations between the two countries29.

While EU and other exchange programmes are very popular and attract a lot
of students to Hungary, the main policy focus is on attracting larger numbers
of fee-paying international degree students. The universities are autonomous
in their admission decisions and also have to do their own recruitment.

Fee structure: higher costs of foreign language programmes

The fees for international study programmes taught in other languages than
Hungarian at bachelors level vary from around € 1 000 to € 4 000 per se-
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mester, depending on the university and subject area30. The fees are usually
slightly higher for clinical studies – medicine, dentistry, pharmaceutics and
others – which range from € 4 000 to € 5 000, as well as for courses at
masters level, which range from € 1 200 to € 5 000 per semester. In most
cases the fees are the same for EU and non-EU students, and for courses
taught in a foreign language the same fees apply also to Hungarian students.

The courses taught in Hungarian are significantly cheaper, with fees for
international students ranging from € 300 to € 1 100 per semester. Universi-
ties set their own fee levels for international and Hungarian students, but a
fixed number of tuition free places, determined by the state, have to be re-
served for certain groups.

Student support and access to higher education 

The most common services offered to students are access to university li-
brary and computer facilities, free internet use, and access to free or low-
cost sports facilities and social activities. These services are offered both to
Hungarian and international students. There are a limited number of rooms
in university residences, so they are usually reserved for Hungarian stu-
dents, but the international offices offer assistance to international students
in finding accommodation to rent. Many universities have either a housing
agency or private partners for this purpose.

The Hungarian Ministry of Education decree number 30/1998 (VI.25) regu-
lates the services and allowances for foreign students at Hungarian higher
education institutions. The decree also regulates foreign student fees. The
decree applies to all international students – both exchange and degree stu-
dents – and its implementation is supervised by the Ministry of Education.

Admission to higher education institutions is regulated by the Higher Educa-
tion Act. The act states that the basic requirement for admission to any study
programme in a higher education institution is either (a) the Hungarian
secondary school leaving certificate; (b) its foreign equivalent; or (c) a degree
obtained in a higher education institution accredited or recognised in Hun-
gary. Besides the secondary school certificate, admission is based on the
results of competitive entrance exams (oral or written) in the given field, and
occasionally on the results of a language test in the study language of the
chosen programme. Most institutions have their own admission systems with
their own conditions which impose stricter selection criteria for admission –
including, for example, a foreign languages certificate, a specialisation, or
similar.

If a student needs additional language or scientific training, or has not suffi-
ciently covered these fields in previous study, many universities offer prepa-
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30 These figures were the average course fees for foreign language taught programmes in the 2005/2006
academic year.
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ratory courses related to some or all of their study programmes. These vary
greatly in length, subject matter, and cost, ranging from two to four week
short courses in maths or other individual subjects to one-year preparatory
courses covering several subjects (mainly languages and scientific subjects).
Some are designed for specific degree programmes such as medicine or
engineering, while others are meant to serve a wider student cohort.

There are no national level pathways or preparatory courses to bridge the
learning gaps of international students, or to facilitate their adaptation to the
Hungarian university system. However, many universities and colleges orga-
nise such courses themselves.

The Balassi Balint Institute (www.bbi.hu), established by the Ministry of Edu-
cation in 2002, offers a one-year university preparatory course for internatio-
nal students wishing to study in a degree programme in Hungarian. Those
who are successful in the final exam of the preparatory year are automatical-
ly admitted to a university. The first three months consist of intensive lan-
guage learning, after which students take up special subjects according to
their planned study orientation (biology, maths, history, economics, and so
on). Students on the course come mostly from Europe and can apply for a
scholarship.

National level organisations providing student support

The Tempus Public Foundation hosts the Study in Hungary webpage,
which has information for international students on pre-arrival and arrival,
work-permit issues, medical insurance, and study and research opportunities
in Hungary. The Foundation also produces a student handbook on living in
Hungary.

The National Higher Education Information Centre lists all higher educa-
tion institutions and programmes, including those taught in English.

Campus Hungary (www.campushungary.hu) is an official website managed
by the Hungarian Ministry of Education. It provides general information on
studying in Hungary in several languages and offers a programme search
and a list of all Hungarian higher education institutions with links to their own
websites.

3.4 The Netherlands: from cooperation towards competition31

With a population of just over 16 million, the Netherlands belong to the medi-
um-sized countries in Europe. The country has a prosperous economy, with
strong foreign trade. The economy is characterised by stable industrial rela-
tions, moderate unemployment and inflation, a sizeable current account
surplus, and an important role as a European transportation hub.

42

Support for International Students in Higher Education

31 This section has been written by Bernd Wächter, Academic Cooperation Association.
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The Netherlands have a diversified system of higher education, with an
essentially binary structure. The two main segments of the system are the
hoger beroepsonderwijs (HBO), which consists of the hogescholen, and the
wetenschappelijk onderwijs (WO). HBO institutions are intended to provide a
vocationally and professionally relevant practice-oriented education. They
award degrees up to the masters level. WO institutions are universities,
which also award PhD’s and are active in research. A third sector, though of
very small proportions, is made up of the “institutes for international educati-
on”. These postgraduate institutions were created in the 1950s and have
since catered to students from the former Dutch colonies and other develo-
ping countries. The institutes were the first ones in Dutch higher education
which provided tuition in English. In terms of numbers of institutions and stu-
dents, the HBO sector is largest, with 337 000 students and 43 hogescholen
in 2004. Through an ongoing process of mergers, the number of hogescho-
len has decreased over the last decades, and is expected to continue to do
so. As a result of this (but also increased enrolment), the average size of a
hogeschool has been rapidly increasing, from 5 430 students in 2000 to
7 830 in the years between 2000 and 2004. The WO sector is made up of 14
universities (inclusive of the country’s Open University). The university sector
has some 219 000 students, and is thus considerably smaller in size than the
hogescholen segment. The size of the single institutions, however, is larger,
with an average of 16 000, and a range between 6 000 and 30 000 students.

The Netherlands are amongst those countries in Europe which switched
fastest to a two-tier (inclusive of PhD: three-tier) degree system, made up of
bachelors and masters degrees. Bachelors programmes at universities take
three years of full-time studying the university sector (or 180 ECTS credits)
and four years (240 ECTS credits) in the HBO sector. The duration of
masters programmes ranges from one to two years (60-120 ECTS credits).

Dutch higher education is slightly better funded than the rest of European
Union countries. Higher education investment amounted in 2002, according
to the OECD32, to 1.3 percent of GDP, compared with an EU average of 1.2
percent, and between 1.9 and 1.6 percent in Denmark, Sweden and Finland
(as the EU leaders), and 0.9 percent in Italy (at the low end in Europe). It
thus suffers, though to a slightly milder degree, from the relative under-
resourcing of European higher education compared to benchmark countries
such as the US (2.6%) or South Korea. Like elsewhere in Europe, this is due
to a relatively low rate of private investment, although the Netherlands are
amongst those EU countries with the highest private share (almost a quarter
of all investment).

Funding of Dutch higher education is largely public. Dutch higher education
institutions derive their income from three so-called “flows of funds”, and
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additionally from tuition fees33. The first “flow”, and by far the most important
one (constituting two-thirds of the income of universities and three quarters
of that of hogescholen), is a block grant from the Ministry of Education, Cul-
ture and Sciences. The second “flow”, constituting five percent of income in
universities (none in HBO), is for project-based research and provided by the
Dutch research councils. The third “flow” (23% in WO and 8% in HBO) comes
through contract services in research and education. Tuition fee income amo-
unted to 6 percent in the case of the universities and 18 percent in HBO. In
comparison to many continental European countries, Dutch higher education
institutions enjoy a fair amount of autonomy, which also extends to decisions
how to spend their revenue. This is the result of a deregulation policy of the
Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Sciences, which has been progres-
sively introduced since the mid-1990s, and which relies on the philosophy of
“steering at a distance” (rather than “on a short leash”).

Internationalisation

Enrolment numbers of foreign students in the Netherlands are still average to
modest by international standards (although there are recent signs of strong
growth)34. The total number of registered foreign students in the academic
year 2002/03 was around 20 500. This number is equivalent to a foreign stu-
dent share (of all students) of 3.9 percent, and is well below the European
average of 5.8 percent.

The two top source countries of foreign students are neigbours, Germany
(over a quarter of all foreign students) and Belgium (mostly Flanders, with
around 10%). Two former Dutch colonies, Indonesia and Suriname, figure
among the “top ten” as well. These data show that the Netherlands are no
exception to the general rule that the influx of foreign students is considerab-
ly eased by linguistic and geographical proximity and traditional political
(colonial) ties. However, the fact that the number 4 country of origin is China
displays that the Netherlands are attracting students from non-traditional
countries of origin, too.

During the last years, the Netherlands have started to market their higher
education institutions and products world-wide, in order to attract foreign stu-
dents in larger numbers and from non-traditional source regions. The Dutch
higher education promotion campaign is run by the Netherlands Organization
for International Cooperation in Higher Education (NUFFIC), through a wide
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33 The information and figures presented below are from 2002 and taken from Anneke Luitjen-Luib, “The
Netherlands”, in: Jeroen Huisman and Marijk van der Wende (eds.), On Cooperation and Competition.
National and European Policies for the Internationalisation of Higher Education, ACA Papers on Interna-
tional Cooperation in Education, Bonn: Lemmens 2004, pp. 166 sq.

34 The following data on foreign students are taken from Maria Kelo, Ulrich Teichler, Bernd Wächter (eds.),
EURODATA. Student mobility in European higher education, Bonn: Lemmens 2006. “Europe” in this publi-
cation refers to the 25 member states of the EU, the four members of EFTA, and Bulgaria, Romania and
Turkey. The sources of the data are the OECD, UNESCO and EUROSTAT.
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range of instruments, such as a website on Dutch higher education, the orga-
nisation of and participation in higher education fairs around the world, as well
as the creation of information and promotion offices outside of the Nether-
lands. Another measure to attract foreign students – beyond promotion and
the introduction of Bologna-compatible degrees – is the introduction of Eng-
lish as a language of instruction, next to Dutch. In a survey of English-medium
instruction across Europe carried out by ACA in 2001, the Netherlands alrea-
dy emerged as Europe’s leading provider of English-taught degree program-
mes, together with Finland35. There are no new comparative data, but indicati-
ons are strong that today, the Netherlands would emerge as the clear leader
in Europe. The Dutch universities visited in the context of the present study
had all developed into bilingual institutions, with English being the dominant
language of delivery in masters-level education, and also a sizeable share of
courses in the bachelors segment. In some institutions close to the German
border, German seems to play a role as a language of instruction as well.

Developments of this kind are not coincidental, but the result of official Dutch
internationalisation policies in the past decade. Like in many other countries,
internationalisation in the Netherlands has changed rationale and focus
since WWII. In the early years, reaching well into the 1980s, the Netherlands
concentrated their efforts on higher education cooperation in the context of
development aid, first and foremost in the form of capacity building through
advanced education and training for nationals of the country’s (former) colo-
nies. Since the mid- to late 1980, intra-European cooperation in the context
of the then new EU education and training programmes moved centre-stage.
Although the Netherlands have not abandoned their development-related
commitments (to which the institutes for international education bear wit-
ness), and even though they continue to play their role in the European
exchange programmes, these approaches are no longer the central focus of
Dutch internationalisation policy. The predominant orientation today is cha-
racterised by a competitive rather than a cooperative approach. Its centre-
piece is an economically (not, or not mainly, commercially) motivated stra-
tegy36, which seeks to strengthen the Dutch knowledge economy through the
attempt to attract present and future highly-qualified knowledge workers, i.e.
students, scholars and professionals into the country. The Netherlands hope
to achieve a ‘brain gain’ through internationalisation. Attraction policies aimed
at foreign students, which go beyond Europe and the former colonies, are a
centrepiece of this strategy. At the institutional level, short-term financial con-
siderations appear to play an increasing role, in the form of the generation of
income from non-EU foreign students mainly at the masters level, who pay
non-negligible tuition fees.
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35 Cf. Friedhelm Maiworm, Bernd Wächter, English-Language-Taught Programmes in European Higher
Education, ACA Papers on International Cooperation in Education, Bonn: Lemmens 2002.

36 Essentially, the driving factors behind official Dutch education policy are very much those of the European
Union’s Lisbon Strategy, in which education is a vehicle for boosting economic growth and employment.
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Tuition fees and service mentality

Tuition fees for Dutch as well as EU students are set by law, at relatively
modest rates. Annual fees for the bachelors as the masters alike are current-
ly around € 1 500 for students under 30 years of age, and around 2 000 for
those older than that. It is therefore safe to say that there is no extra financial
incentive for Dutch higher education institutions to enroll other EU students.
Fees for non-EU students are set by the institutions and vary considerably. At
the University of Maastricht, for example, the average bachelors degree
costs € 8 000 per year, and the average masters 11 500. At Leiden Universi-
ty, however, the price of a bachelor is considerably higher (around 10 000),
whereas the price for a masters degree can, in some cases, go up to around
20 000 (with an average considerably below this).

The expectation is that tuition fees for non-EU students will further rise in the
Netherlands, to full-cost levels, since the Dutch government will no longer
subsidise these students’ studies in the future.

By international comparison, Dutch higher education can be described by a
considerable service-mindedness, even though the Dutch seem to be the
last ones to accept this judgment. It is fair to say, however, that the spirit of
viewing students as clients who need to be kept satisfied is, at today’s de-
grees, rather new, and probably due to the increase of foreign non-EU stu-
dents, and the fact that these latter pay quite elevated tuition fees. It is,
anyway, not rare to hear statements like “we need to pamper them, since
they pay a high price”.

National-level organisations involved in student support

The Netherlands Organization for International Cooperation in Higher Educa-
tion (NUFFIC) is the first point of contact for potential international students.
The NUFFIC runs a wide range of information services for this group. It runs
the excellent “Study in Holland” website, which contains, amongst many other
things, a database of all English-taught programmes in the country. Further, it
operates a number of NESOs (Netherlands Education support offices) in five
countries, it runs a helpdesk for foreign students, it has an excellent depart-
ment for recognition of foreign credentials, and it operates one of the most
developed higher education marketing campaigns in continental Europe.

3.5 Switzerland: assimilating international degree students with 
students from other language regions

Higher education in Switzerland comprises both academic studies at the tra-
ditional PhD awarding universities and Federal Institutes of Technology, and
more professionally oriented studies at the Fachhochschulen and Hautes
Écoles Specialisées (universities of applied sciences). Only the research uni-
versities and Federal Institutes of Technology are allowed to award doctoral
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titles. There are twelve state-run university institutions of academic learning
(ten cantonal universities and two federal institutes of technology).

The Swiss Constitution guarantees autonomy to the 26 cantons in the area
of education, but in practice the Swiss education system is built on a com-
plex interplay between the confederation of Swiss cantons, the cantons, and
the communes. In higher education and at the tertiary level, the confedera-
tion and cantons share responsibility. The confederation is responsible both
for advanced vocational training and for the universities of applied sciences.
In addition, it has jurisdiction over the two Federal Institutes of Technology
and over the promotion of research. The ten university cantons are each res-
ponsible for their respective cantonal university. These cantonal universities
receive financial support from the Confederation and from those cantons that
do not have their own university.

Inherently international 

Switzerland has a high proportion of international students: 21 percent of the
total student number are foreign nationals and 16 percent earned their
school leaving certificate in another country37. The proportion of foreign stu-
dents at postgraduate level is even higher, at 40 percent, and the figures are
similar for teaching and research staff (32%). While there is a special interest
in postgraduate students and researchers from abroad, Switzerland does not
actively market its higher education, or try to attract high numbers of interna-
tional students. The relatively high proportion of international students in the
country is due to the fact that Switzerland is a multilingual country, where
university courses are offered in German, French, Italian and increasingly
also in English. A high proportion (47%) of its international students come
from the four neighbouring countries: Germany, Italy, France and Austria.
International students are considered as contributors to the high quality of
the universities, but because of the already exceptionally high numbers of
foreign students the universities do not feel the need to do aggressive pro-
motion campaigns to get more of them. They rather feel a need to invest in
quality and hence tend to recruit most doctoral candidates, for instance,
directly through existing cooperation programmes.

While the Secretary of the State has recently encouraged increasing the
number of foreign students, the internal linguistic and cultural variety sets as
the first priority the exchange and communication between the different lan-
guage regions within Switzerland, and only secondarily with other European
countries and the rest of the world. A strategy paper by the Swiss Rectors’
Conference (CRUS) states that universities should aim to have one quarter
of their postgraduate students coming from another university, whether within
Switzerland, or in other countries.
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37 Swiss Federal Statistical Office (2005): Internationalität der Schweizer Hochschulen. www.statistik.admin.ch.
According to the OECD, in 2003 the proportion of international students was about 18 percent.
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That said, Switzerland has a long tradition in welcoming international stu-
dents, both from neighbouring countries and developing countries as a form
of development cooperation. This concern has also been the basis for the
creation of the preparatory course for the national Fribourg examination, the
entry point into Swiss higher education for international students.

Financial incentives are not a factor in international student recruitment.
International students cost the university, as these students are not support-
ed by federal or cantonal contributions to the university and the low tuition
fees of between € 640 and € 5 100 per year for international students do not
cover the costs incurred. The universities’ willingness to have more interna-
tional students depends on other motivations, and their possible unwilling-
ness to increase the numbers significantly would be due to financial conside-
rations, not a restrictive or absent internationalisation policy.

It is difficult for international students to gain admission in Switzerland for a
host of reasons: the financial disincentives for having large numbers of inter-
national students, the fact that admission is based on equivalence to the
Swiss Matura, and because of the drive for an excellent quality of students,
which have combined to mean that some universities only accept a limited
number of international students. Much more focus is given to international
student exchanges – for example, in the framework of European and other
programmes. While there is no strategy to promote one rather than another
study field, international student numbers in different fields are to an extent
influenced by particular cooperation programmes.

Student support – focus on exchange students

The attention to the importance of support for international students has
lately started to increase thanks to the involvement of the rectors’ confe-
rence in the framework of the ERA-MORE – project (European Network of
Mobility Centres). While the importance of service provision has probably
not penetrated all operational levels of the institutions, there is more
awareness among the rectors of the importance of specific support for
international students. In addition, the Secretary of State is particularly
aware of the importance of services as part of the attractiveness of Swiss
higher education, especially as regards attracting female researchers and
teachers.

Specific services for international degree students are not very developed at
most Swiss institutions – international students usually have access to the
same facilities as national students38 – but special support, including social
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38 Indeed, the attitude that prevails is that the needs of international degree students are no different from
the needs of those national students who come from other language regions. Consequently, the single
support item which is give the strongest focus within Swiss higher education institutions, by and large, is
on language preparation.
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events, welcome and information packages, and buddy-schemes, exists for
international exchange students. The main reasons for this difference are: 1)
the availability of funding for the support of exchange students as part of the
exchange agreements; 2) the fact that international degree students are
expected to get by as well as the national students, and are believed to have
ample time – in contrast to exchange students – to adapt, with little or no
assistance, to the system.

Language support is an exception, as it was given great emphasis across
the visited Swiss universities. However, it is often equally important for Swiss
students from other language backgrounds as it is for international students,
and thus not specifically designed for the latter.

Access to higher education – how to meet equivalency requirements?

All applicants are required to have a good knowledge of the language of
instruction – German, French, or Italian, and for some courses, English. The
candidates should possess a state-recognised Swiss matriculation certificate
or a foreign certificate recognised by the university as being equivalent. The
Swiss Committee for Admissions provides information on the assessment of
certificates from other countries. These requirements apply to admission to
any bachelors programmes. While the admission requirements vary depend-
ing on the country of origin of students, in most cases students with secon-
dary school leaving certificate from other countries need to either show that
they have been accepted to university in their own country for the same sub-
ject area, or alternatively pass the Fribourg examination (see below). Others
have no option but to sit the Fribourg examination, and students from some
countries, such as India, need in addition to have already completed one or
two years of university studies in the same subject area. The main explana-
tion for this is that the Swiss secondary school leaving certificate (Matura) is
considered as a first stage of higher education.

The preparatory course for the Fribourg examination is therefore not only for
students from developing countries, though this was its main purpose when
it was established more than forty years ago. Universities decide who should
attend the course prior to starting their university studies. Students who
attend the Fribourg preparatory course and examination have already
applied to a Swiss university and have a conditional offer of a place at that
university. Once the national admissions requirements are met – i.e. the stu-
dent has passed the Fribourg examination – students are guaranteed entry
into their desired field at the pre-chosen university. International students can
be admitted to medical studies only in exceptional cases.

As a condition for admission to masters level studies, candidates must hold a
bachelors degree in the field they are applying for. There may also be addi-
tional admission requirements for all postgraduate courses.
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The University Preparatory Courses, VKHS/CIUS39, is the official provider of
courses for the preparation of the Fribourg examination, which grants access
to Swiss universities. The law also requires the VKHS/CIUS to provide Ger-
man and French language courses for international students. Private pro-
viders are permitted to offer similar university preparation programmes, but
they are not publicly financed and in most cases are therefore more expen-
sive for the student. None of the preparatory courses is obligatory for stu-
dents, but they are considered almost essential for success in the Fribourg
admission examination, which is recognised by all Swiss universities for
admission to undergraduate programmes.

Swiss cantons and the federal government pay most of the costs for the Fri-
bourg preparatory course, though students are charged fees to cover for the
remaining costs. Financing of the VKHS is different from the universities,
whose confederation investment per student is higher. In short, a student at
the VKHS costs the state less than a student in a university and their indivi-
dual contribution is higher in the former40.

National level support for international students 

The Swiss Rectors’ Conference, CRUS, promotes Swiss higher education,
such as through the new Swissuniversity website (www.swissuniversity.ch).
CRUS provides advice to students through its documentation centre, which
informs both incoming and outgoing students, but does not organise direct
contact with universities. The available information includes admission condi-
tions, study options, and scholarships. CRUS directs incoming students to
the right university and person, by considering factors such as the student’s
preferred subject area, language knowledge, and degree level, while trying
to be impartial between all Swiss universities.

3.6 United Kingdom: role of services in attractiveness of higher 
education

Internationalisation – more students and more cooperation

The United Kingdom has 168 higher education providers, of which 96 have
the status of university (the remaining are colleges of higher or further edu-
cation)41. This number excludes foreign providers of higher education in the
UK. The majority of first degree courses last three years, but some are four
years. Specialist vocational courses are longer, for example medicine, den-
tistry and architecture.

50

Support for International Students in Higher Education

39 VKHS, Vorbereitungskurse auf das Hochschulstudium in der Schweiz and CIUS, Cours d’Introduction aux
Études Universitaires en Suisse.

40 The Fribourg preparatory programme is described in detail in section 4.2.
41 The situation in August 2005, according to Universities UK. The number of university institutions is 125 if

the colleges of Wales and London are calculated as separate institutions.
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The UK has a long history of welcoming international students to study in its
universities and colleges. There are some 1.8 million full-time and part-time
students in higher education in the UK, and of these over 300 000 are inter-
national students from 180 different countries. In the past decade, internatio-
nal student numbers have grown significantly: a 120 percent increase from
1994 to 2004. More recently, however, the overall growth in international stu-
dent numbers has slowed, although there has still been significant growth in
the number of students from China. It is estimated that international students
currently contribute £ 5 billion (€ 7.4 billion) a year to the UK economy
through tuition fees and living costs.

According to data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA), in
2004/05 the international students in UK higher education constituted:

� 11 percent of full-time first degree students and 10 percent of all first
degree students42

� 65 percent of full-time taught postgraduates and 40 percent of all taught
postgraduates

� 48 percent of full-time research degree students and 41 percent of all
research postgraduates

In 2005 the top five countries of origin by total numbers were China (PRC),
with around 53 000 students, Greece, with 20 000 students, India and the
Republic of Ireland with over 16 000 students each, and the USA with around
14 000. The number of Chinese and Indian students in 2005 grew by 10 and
14 percent respectively over the 2004 figures, while the number of Greek
students decreased by 14 percent from the previous year. The proportion of
international students varies from institution to institution, reaching as high
as 62 percent at the LSE.

The Prime Minister’s Initiative

The Prime Minister’s International Education Initiative (PMI), launched by
Tony Blair in spring 2006, builds on a previous phase of the initiative from
1999 to 2005. The new phase, to last a further five years, will address a
wider international agenda and is supported by an increased budget. The
main aims of the initiative are to attract an additional 100 000 international
students to the UK from a wider range of countries and to encourage part-
nerships between colleges and universities in the UK and abroad. A further
objective is to ensure that international students have the highest quality
experience possible while studying in the UK.
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42 This figure corresponds with that provided by the OECD for the academic year 2003 (11%). Cf. OECD,
Education at a Glance. Paris: OECD, 2005, p. 250. It should be noted, though, that figures of the HESA
are lower than the OECD numbers for the same reference year (2004/2005) would be because the latter
includes all foreign national students, while the HESA only those with permanent domicile in another
country.
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The first phase of the initiative led to changes in immigration rules which
were helpful for the recruitment of international students. At that time, the UK
higher education sector benefited also from the decrease in students going
to the US after 9/11 and from economic growth in China. But soon after the
first phase of the PMI was launched, problems with visas led to less student-
friendly procedures.

UK universities compete with each other and with overseas competitors in
other countries – both in the rest of Europe and in traditional student source
countries such as China. Provision of transnational education with its lower
costs is also a source of competition for UK-based institutions. UK universi-
ties have a clear financial interest in getting international students into their
institutions.

General features of student support

Services for students are seen as an essential “part of the package” of
higher education provision, and the existence of a relatively wide range of
services, facilities, and other support is taken for granted. The service menta-
lity of the universities has changed significantly in the past 30 years and the
approach has become increasingly “customer-oriented”. The increase in tui-
tion fees has raised questions of value-for-money, putting more emphasis on
the quality and extent of support structures as well as on the quality of tui-
tion. While there are similarities between services offered to international stu-
dents at various UK institutions, the organisational model, and the position of
international student services within it, varies – for example, whether sepa-
rated from services to non-international students. To an extent, this is depen-
dent on the profile of the university as well as its student cohort, including the
total number of international students.

A recent UKCOSA survey on international students in UK higher education
shows high levels of satisfaction with the available support43. Academic sup-
port (e.g. tutorial systems) was highly rated, with 81 percent of research stu-
dents, 69 percent of taught postgraduates and 75 percent of undergraduates
finding it to be satisfactory or very satisfactory. Library and computing facili-
ties in UK universities were particularly well regarded. 70 percent of respon-
dents had used their college or university’s international student advice ser-
vice. Nearly 80 percent of students had attended an induction or orientation
session, and 81 percent of those who attended found them helpful.

The survey found a higher take up of study skills classes than of English
classes, and higher rates of satisfaction with the former. International stu-
dents who made British friends were more likely to be satisfied overall with
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43 UKCOSA, the Council for International Education, “Broadening our horizons” (http://www.ukcosa.org.uk
/survey/index.htm)
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their stay in the UK than those who did not: 93 percent compared to 86 per-
cent. But overall, international students were much more likely to be most
closely integrated with co-nationals and with other international students
than with British students, with 59 percent counting most of their friendships
in one of these international student categories. The two areas where res-
pondents most wanted more or better pre-arrival information concerned
finance and accommodation.

Access to higher education and available alternatives 

Institutions set the entrance level and the requirements for admission to
degree programmes. Usually the minimum requirement is an equivalent to
the UK high-school leaving certificate, typically A-levels. Usually, a certain
grade point average will be required and additional criteria, such as a perso-
nal statement, references, or an interview, may be taken into account.

Many international students who do not qualify for direct entry to a university
take a foundation course, which usually lasts for one academic year. The
foundation programmes bridge the gap between the qualifications the stu-
dent has and those they need to enter onto an undergraduate degree course
in the UK. They are, as a rule, completed prior to commencing the first year
of undergraduate study. Many further education colleges, sixth-form colleges,
tutorial colleges, and higher education institutions – including universities
themselves – run these programmes. Some further education colleges and
sixth-form colleges are affiliated to specific UK universities and so their foun-
dation programmes are often designed to prepare students for progression
onto degree courses primarily at the linked university. Some of these pro-
grammes are specially designed for international students, and usually in-
clude English language tuition, while other programmes mainly focus on UK
students.

In many cases the foundation programme can be taken at the same universi-
ty or college at which the student intends to take his or her degree. National
or regional networks of universities offer some courses, and some institutio-
nal foundation programmes have gained recognition beyond the host univer-
sity or universities. There are further examples where foundation courses for
international students are offered in the student’s home country and complet-
ed before the student leaves for the UK.

Entry qualifications for joining foundation programmes vary throughout the
UK. Foundation programmes usually require international students to have
successfully completed at least twelve years of education in their home
country. Some specifically require that the high school syllabus must have
included maths and/or some science subjects, depending on the type of
foundation programme and subsequent degree course the student wishes to
follow. Proof of English language ability is needed for entry onto most foun-
dation programmes, as they are taught in English and students will be
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expected to reach a certain (higher) level of language proficiency before they
can be accepted onto undergraduate degree study. The foundation courses
may guarantee entry to undergraduate study with a bare pass or with a cer-
tain higher level of final outcome, depending on agreements with the receiv-
ing universities.

There are no legal restrictions for the establishment of foundation pro-
grammes and many consortia have started to establish their own courses.
There are several private providers, which are also often linked to a particu-
lar higher education institution. There is no centralised control over the inter-
national foundation programmes and the courses they provide, or the fees
they charge. The preparation programmes for international students do not
receive any direct financial support from the central government.

Student fees and extra costs

Higher education institutions in the UK are free to set their own fees for inter-
national students from countries outside the European Union. Market compe-
tition is the only limiting factor. For the academic year 2006, the fee for
undergraduate classroom-based courses varied from £ 7 000 to £ 11 100,
with the average at £ 8 000. Taught postgraduate classroom-based courses
and PhD programmes varied from £ 7 400 to £ 13 900, with the average at
£ 8 500. Fees for laboratory-based courses are generally slightly higher, with
fees for clinical courses normally set at a significantly higher level. Fees for
MBAs average £ 11 000 but can reach £ 25 00044.

Under European Union law, nationals from other EU countries and their
children are entitled to pay the same fees as UK students. The average cost
of a taught masters programme for a home or EU student is around £ 3 000,
though the most popular programmes (and universities) may charge £ 5 000
to £ 10 000 per year, or even more for MBA programmes. PhD students’ fee
is around £ 3 000, which corresponds to the grant for government supported
students.

Higher education institutions have always been free to set their fees for post-
graduate programmes – both for national and international students. But in
England and Northern Ireland, from September/October 2006, they will also
have more control over the setting of fees for undergraduate programmes.
The annual undergraduate programme fee for home and EU students has
been set at up to £ 3 000 from 2006. The vast majority of universities have
opted to charge the maximum for all of their programmes. EU students are
entitled to tuition fee study loans to cover the fees, but generally they are not
eligible for maintenance grants or loans from UK government bodies.
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National level organisations providing support for international students

UKCOSA, The Council for International education, promotes and seeks to
protect the interests of students from other countries studying in the UK, the
interest of UK students studying abroad, and the factors facilitating interna-
tional student mobility. All UK universities are members, as are most further
and higher education institutions with international students, students’ unions
and other similar bodies. On its website, UKCOSA provides information for
international students on studying in the UK, giving practical information on
issues such as immigration and visas, funding, and course-related issues
such as study methods.

EducationUK (www.educationuk.org) is a portal hosted by the British Coun-
cil. It has a course search tool by subject and geographical area for prospec-
tive undergraduates and postgraduates and also offers information on other
options such as foundation courses.

The British Council (www.britishcouncil.org) provides information on study
opportunities, funding, and generally on studying in the UK. It provides edu-
cation information sheets on its website; these are also used by institutions
to complement their own information material. The British Council is the key
actor in a five-year global marketing campaign of UK higher education, which
started in January 2000 around the world as part of the PMI. Within the Bri-
tish Council, the Educational Counselling Service (ECS) is in charge of the
campaign. ECS is a membership organisation with over 300 member institu-
tions from UK higher and further education, private schools and colleges,
professional and examination bodies, and associate organisations. The ECS
works within the British Council’s network of 110 offices worldwide to increase
the UK’s share of the international education and training market. Through a
comprehensive range of promotional activity and support services, ECS
assists member institutions to recruit suitably qualified international students.

UCAS (www.ucas.ac.uk) is the central organisation that processes applica-
tions for full-time undergraduate courses at UK universities and colleges. It
gives information and advice on courses and institutions, how to prepare for
study in the UK, and admission requirements. It also has a searchable data-
base for foundation courses.

Higher Education and Research Opportunities in the UK, HERO, (www.
hero.ac.uk) is the official gateway to universities, colleges and research orga-
nisations in the UK and contains information on all aspects of higher educa-
tion as well as a selection of links for further information.
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Part I – Preparatory programmes

The first part of this report on support for international students in higher
education is dedicated to a specific form of such support, namely university
preparatory programmes. In addition to support on offer during the degree
programme, several institutions, networks, or countries organise university
preparatory programmes for prospective international students both at the
undergraduate and postgraduate level. The main purpose of these pro-
grammes is to prepare prospective international students for study in the
receiving country, and at the desired level, by providing them with the neces-
sary language and study skills, and eventual subject-specific training. They
are set up for two main reasons: recruitment and internationalisation objec-
tives, and financial motivations.

Rationales for setting up preparatory programmes

One of the main motivating factors for the creation of preparatory programmes
is linked to recruitment priorities and admissions criteria, either at the natio-
nal or institutional level. Preparatory programmes offer an opportunity to admit,
usually conditionally, students who do not meet the criteria for direct admissi-
on, without needing to lower the general admissions requirements. Such pro-
grammes may be especially important in countries or at institutions that do not
accept the secondary school leaving certificate (or bachelors degree for pre-
postgraduate programmes) gained in certain countries – in many cases deve-
loping countries – as equivalent to the national one. Without the possibility of
accessing through a preparatory programme, the majority of students from
these countries would be excluded a priori, reducing the pool of potential stu-
dents and the variety of nationalities in the classroom. Preparatory program-
mes are in some cases the only real channels for international student admis-
sion45. Beyond ensuring the variety of the international student body, other
motivations, such as providing opportunities for students from developing
countries, or providing a second chance to students who have underperformed
during their secondary school (or bachelors programme for the postgraduate
preparation) may be present, and are in some cases among the main motiva-
ting factors for the creation of the programmes. From the student perspective,
in addition to improving their chances for admittance to a university, or ensu-
ring eligibility for admittance, the preparatory programmes are designed to
improve their chances for good performance in the future degree programme
through extensive training in the teaching language or study-methods.

In many cases, though not all, financial incentives have a significant role to
play in the creation of preparatory programmes. While educational and cultu-
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45 This is the case of the French n+i network and its preparatory programmes for international graduate
engineering students. See section 5.2.
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ral objectives are surely present, too, many preparatory programmes need to
be financially self-standing and are sustainable only if they collect sufficient
levels of income for the maintenance of the programme. Financial incentives
may be direct – such as preparatory programme fee-income – but also in-
direct: preparatory programme students often continue their studies at the
same institution after the foundation programme, and thus ensure fee-income
to the institution for a further three or more years46.

Terminology and structure

There is a wide range of preparatory programmes, with different organisational
models, target user groups, and – to an extent – objectives. Different terms are
used in different countries and institutions to describe these programmes.
“Bridging programmes” or “foundation years” are two of the most commonly
used terms for undergraduate preparation. Postgraduate preparation is often
referred to as “pre-masters programmes”, as masters students (rather than
research students) are the main users of such programmes. The so-called
“year-1 pathways” are another category of preparatory programmes. These
usually combine in one package pre-undergraduate preparation with the first
year curriculum of a bachelors degree programme. They offer therefore a fast-
track for students who do not qualify for direct admission, but who do not need
a full extra year of preparation prior to commencing their degree programme.
While undergraduate preparatory programmes are essentially pre-university
level programmes, pathways are essentially first-year higher education pro-
grammes. The chart below will indicate the main lines of progression between
the various preparatory programmes and from these programmes to degree
studies. It should be noted that not all progression routes are available at all
institutions or countries: rather than presenting a real existing model, the chart
aims at clarifying visually the different programmes here described, their inter-
links, and their relationship to university degree programmes.

The following chapters provide numerous case studies of different types of
programmes offered in a variety of institutions and countries, outlining their
content and showing how they are organised and structured47. The examples
will be accompanied by an analysis of their perceived advantages and disad-
vantages, and consider their relationship to the national higher education
context. Part I consists of three chapters: on undergraduate preparatory pro-
grammes, with examples of institutional, network-based and national level
models; year-1 pathways, with a specific example of a postgraduate pathway
programme for engineering students in France; and finally institutional and
network-based postgraduate preparatory programmes.
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46 Or two more years in the case of “year-1 pathways”, see below.
47 This study concentrates on long preparatory programmes of one semester or more. Shorter pre-sessional

programmes are described in chapter 11. It should be noted that the main models, purposes, and conclu-
sions are based on the experience gained and information gathered from the visited institutions. It cannot
be excluded that other models exist in other countries, or even in the countries included in this study.

Support for Students.qxd  08.12.2006  12:02  Seite 57



58

Support for International Students in Higher Education

G
ra

p
h

 1
 –

 p
ro

g
re

ss
io

n
 r

o
u

te
s 

Support for Students.qxd  08.12.2006  12:02  Seite 58



4 Undergraduate preparatory programmes48 – 
models and principles

The main purpose of undergraduate preparatory programmes or foundation
years is the same as that of most preparatory courses in general: to bring
students to the academic, linguistic and study skills level required for study at
a university. For undergraduate preparatory programmes this is in most
cases coupled with the need to offer a supplementary year of tuition for
undergraduate applicants whose secondary school leaving certificate is not
considered as equivalent to the national one, and thus to facilitate the admis-
sion of students from certain countries. The success of the programmes is
based on agreements at institutional or national level that, for admission pur-
poses, completing the preparatory course or the related examination is equi-
valent to completion of the final year of national secondary schooling.
Indeed, one of the main differences between pre-undergraduate preparatory
course students and those on the so-called ”year-1 pathways”49 is that the
latter are already in possession of the basic qualifications necessary for
direct entry, though they may need to improve their grades before being able
to proceed to the bachelors programme at the university.

The undergraduate preparatory programmes are typically designed for inter-
national students only, although some of them may also accept local stu-
dents (some examples are presented below). This can be explained princi-
pally by the fact that national students are expected to go through the natio-
nal schooling system and gain the necessary qualifications via this channel.
The structure and content of the programmes is widely determined by the
national or institutional admissions requirements, and are usually designed
to fill the gap between the students’ prior qualifications and skills and those
required for admission to national higher education, or to a specific institution.

This chapter classifies the preparatory programmes into three main catego-
ries: institutional, national and network-based programmes. Institutional pro-
grammes include the widest variety of approaches across different countries
and institutions, while national and network-based programmes are repre-
sented each by a single example. All three serve the purpose of presenting
different models of practice in the macro-level organisation of undergraduate
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48 The programmes investigated here include only long (usually one academic or calendar year) under-
graduate preparatory programmes and concentrate on those targeting international students (although
examples of programmes open to national students will also be presented). The term undergraduate pre-
paratory programme is used interchangeably with the widely used term “undergraduate foundation year”,
or more specifically, “international foundation year” (IFY). Some universities use the term “bridging pro-
gramme” to indicate similar preparatory programmes.

49 The year-1 pathways offer students separate tuition during their first year of the bachelors programme.
After the successful completion of this pathway year, students can start their second year of studies at
the university, together with ordinary degree students. The “year-1 pathways” are described below in
chapter 5.
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preparatory programmes. The advantages and disadvantages of each pro-
gramme are compared, their feasibility in different national contexts is eva-
luated – especially vis-à-vis the national or institutional admissions policy –
and in light of different institutional and student needs. The aim is to present
a fuller picture of the main models of undergraduate preparation, and the
rationales underlying them.

4.1 Matching needs: the institutional preparatory programmes 

Several institutions offer their own preparatory courses for prospective inter-
national undergraduate students50. The two main benefits in offering founda-
tion programmes at institutional level – as oppose to regional, national, or
network level programmes – are perceived to be the following:

� The foundation courses provide a better fit to the intended undergra-
duate programme or institution 

� There are financial benefits, both during and after the preparatory pro-
gramme

The benefit of an institutional undergraduate preparatory programme, com-
pared to a national or network model, is that the course can be matched per-
fectly to the university’s own bachelors programmes, both in terms of subject
areas covered and the level, skills and competencies to be achieved. Admis-
sions criteria for the foundation year can be matched closely with the institu-
tional admission requirements and students can be given better guarantees
of progression to the university once they have completed the preparatory
programme.

The university has more assurance of the quality of the students if they have
been trained at the same institution. As expressed by an interviewee at
Leeds Metropolitan University, UK, there are no clear quality criteria held in
common by the many foundation programmes in the UK, or agreement on
the assessment of students. For this reason, it is difficult to know the real
level of students coming from other programmes and to admit them without
further requirements. Institutional preparatory programmes therefore seem to
have a larger relevance in countries where institutional admission criteria can
vary to a large extent, and where no national or widely recognised admissi-
ons examination exists51.

The vast majority of students on an institutional foundation course continue
their studies in a bachelors programme at the same university. As only a
small minority of students decide to apply to another university, the university

60

Support for International Students in Higher Education

50 The content of this chapter is drawn on information received from the institutions visited for this study
(see section 2.3). It is possible that different models exist in the same countries.

51 Conversely, in countries (or regions) where admission criteria are more generic, or where all eligible stu-
dents are admitted (e.g. all those with a recognised secondary school leaving certificate), a national level
preparatory programme may be functional. See below in section 4.2 the example on the Fribourg prepa-
ratory programme.
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has a fair guarantee of a certain level of fee income for the three or four
years of bachelors study following the preparatory year. Student intake for
the degree programmes through other channels – for example, jointly organi-
sed foundation programmes – is less certain, and the student is less likely to
have feelings of belonging or loyalty to one rather than another university.
The foundation courses are thus an important recruitment tool: universities
are able to accept students at a slightly lower level than required for bache-
lors studies and can consequently widen the prospective student pool signifi-
cantly without needing to lower admission requirements. In parallel, the pre-
paratory programmes help to ensure student intake from a wider variety of
countries, as students from countries whose secondary education is not
considered equal to the local one can be offered an alternative entry route.

Most institutional foundation years investigated in this study need to be finan-
cially self-standing, and in many cases even income generating52. Rather
than receiving financial support from the university budget, they contribute
financially to the central services, and embarking on the provision of such
programmes therefore depends on their financial viability. However, in many
cases, an initial investment by the university is necessary, as during the first
years of a programme the student numbers are likely to be too small to cover
all direct costs.

Providing an institutional preparatory programme is viable only if the institu-
tion has a high number of international applicants. Several institutions, either
because of their small size or low number of international students, may not
be able to organise such programmes. In such cases, pooling resources to
jointly provide preparatory programmes – for example, through a network –
may be a preferable option. An example of network based foundation year
delivery is provided in section 4.3. If all or most institutions in a country apply
the same admission criteria – or base their section on a national examination
– preparation provision at the national level may also be an option. One
example, the Fribourg programme for preparation to the national admissions
examination, will be described in section 4.2.

The courses: organisation, users, and teaching

There are two main delivery models for “institutional” undergraduate prepara-
tory programmes:

� Delivery by and at the (future) university. This applies to most pro-
grammes described in this section.

� Delivery by a separate college, but tailored to the needs of one particu-
lar university. The Taylors College is an example of entirely externalised
programme delivery. The Universities of Leiden and Groningen coordinate
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52 There are also some programmes that are not cost-covering, like the preparatory programme at the Uni-
versity of Leiden, but this programme will be discontinued in 2006/2007 (see below).
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their own preparatory programmes, though teaching is delivered by sepa-
rate colleges53

Many programmes fall somewhere between the two main categories: the
foundation years are delivered by a financially autonomous part of the uni-
versity, which uses its own teaching staff, and in some cases its own pre-
mises. This is the case at the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS),
University of London, where one department is entirely in charge of both the
organisation and teaching of the foundation programmes. An autonomous
part of the University of Utrecht, the James Boswell Institute, provides its
preparatory programmes. At Leeds Metropolitan University, its International
Faculty both organises and delivers the programmes “in-house”, though for
the subject-specific modules students attend lectures at the other faculties of
the university.

The two main models lead to a different status of student: when courses are
delivered at and by the university, students usually have full access to all its
services and support structures. Indeed, students are considered as “year-0”
students of that university. As well as access to facilities, this enables stu-
dents to have a more complete experience of that particular university, as
they can participate in student clubs and societies and attend courses deli-
vered by university lecturers. They are also more likely to get a chance to
integrate with local students, something often considered very difficult both
by the students and the teachers. The institution may benefit from this model
too: during the preparatory programmes students are likely to feel more in-
herently part of the university, increasing the chances that they will stay on
afterwards.

If a separate college delivers a course, as is the case with the Monash Uni-
versity foundation year (MUFY), which is delivered by Taylors College, foun-
dation year students are students of the college, not the university. This can
present several inconveniences to the students: they do not have access to
the facilities and services of the university, they do not get a chance to mix
with its students, and – especially in cases where the college is not placed
on the university campus – they will need to go through a second adaptation
period when moving on to the university after the foundation year. But this
model also has benefits: the teachers at colleges specialising in preparatory
programmes have an expertise in teaching students at pre-undergraduate
level, and are aware of their specific problems and needs. The teaching style
and organisation is more school-like (highly guided learning, supervision of
attendance), and thus gives the often very young preparatory programme
students a more familiar and protective environment. The provision of the
preparatory programmes at a college may be financially more advantageous

62

Support for International Students in Higher Education

53 The preparatory programmes of the Northern Consortium UK are also delivered by separate colleges (in
several countries) for programmes in its 11 founding partner universities in the UK. The NCUK IFY will be
described further in section 4.3.
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for the university and, consequently, the student, as college costs are often
lower than those of universities. To take advantage of the perceived “pros”
and to mitigate the negative impact of the “cons” associated with external
delivery, an institution could opt for a mixed approach by offering students on
preparatory programmes the opportunity to attend selected parts of courses
at the future university, or by negotiating access to the campus facilities.

In the case of external provision – especially if the programmes guarantee
progression to the “mother” university at the completion of the foundation
year – issues related to academic supervision and quality control become
paramount. For an example of tools used to ensure that the teaching and
assessment methods are compatible with the needs and requirements of the
university, see the section on Taylors College below.

Different users, different programmes

Institutional foundation years in most of the visited institutions are designed
and can only take on international students54. This is mainly explained by the
fact that one of the main purposes of the foundation year is to bring the stu-
dents to the same level as the national students leaving secondary school. In
principle, national students must go through national secondary education in
an accredited institution to gain the required entry qualification.

The programmes targeting mainly or only international students have a
strong focus on cultural adaptation, principally through extensive language
preparation and training in study methods. In addition to language prepara-
tion, the programmes are often designed to correspond to the final year of
studies at national secondary schools. Consequently, the subject choice is in
most cases relatively wide, which makes the undergraduate programmes
more generic, overall, than the pre-masters programme or year-1 pathways
(see chapters 5 and 6 below). The international foundation programmes con-
centrating on cultural adaptation are likely to be most useful for students
from culturally very different backgrounds, for example Asian students in
Western universities (see example cases below). In fact, the majority of stu-
dents in the investigated programmes come from Asian countries, while the
proportion of European students, for example, is usually negligible.

The programmes offering principally subject-specific instruction may be open
to all students not qualifying for admission to a certain programme due to a
lack of knowledge in a required subject – for example, chemistry for studies
in medicine. Those admitted include national secondary school leavers and
international students whose secondary school leaving certificate is already
recognised by the institution. In most cases, universities are able to offer only
a limited number of subject-specific programmes, especially if all teaching is
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54 Exceptions to this are the Thompson Rivers University preparatory programme and the Dutch “bridging
programmes” described below.
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provided separately for the preparatory programme modules rather than with
the degree students. To overcome this limitation, Leeds University is offering
the general elements of the programme, like language and study skills train-
ing, centrally by the preparatory programme staff, while university lecturers in
the relevant departments teach subject elements to foundation students
together with local degree course students. In this way, a wider choice of
subjects can be offered without the significant costs that would be incurred
by organising separate teaching. A further advantage of this model is that
students can start to integrate with local degree students and experience the
local lecture room environment during the foundation programme.

Illustrations of the practical application of these models will be presented
below in the institutional examples.

Tuition fees keep the programmes going

Most institutional preparatory programmes need to be financially self-stand-
ing and therefore have to cover their costs through tuition fees. In most cases
the preparatory programmes operate without, or with only indirect, public
funding. Consequently, the fees are relatively high and comparable to – or
higher than – fees for international undergraduate programmes at the same
university. Regardless of this, many international student interviewees were
convinced that the value-for-money of the programmes is good. That said,
the lack of scholarship is considered by some students to be one of the
greatest shortcomings of the programmes.

Some universities in the UK differentiate between European Union and other
international students in their fee structure. For example, SOAS charges the
former almost 3 000 € less (€ 11 000 compared to € 13 700). The difference
is much higher for students at Leeds Metropolitan University, where non-EU
international students pay four times the EU student fee (€ 11 800 compared
to just under € 3 000). This is because at Leeds Met, EU preparatory pro-
gramme students are financially subsidised by public funds. The third UK-
based preparatory programme in this chapter, at the University of Leeds,
does not differentiate between international and EU students. Both pay a fee
of almost € 13 000 (£ 8 600) per academic year.

The fees of the Monash University Foundation Year (MUFY), in Australia, are
comparable to the UK fees, at around € 9 500 – € 10 000. Fees at HEC
Montreal, Canada, are slightly lower, at about € 8 300 for international stu-
dents. National students – residents in other Canadian provinces – pay about
40 percent of the international student fee for the same course.

The Dutch preparatory programmes investigated in this chapter have signifi-
cantly lower fees, and in some cases do not generate enough income to
cover the incurred costs. They vary from € 6 000 per year for a full-time
course at the James Boswell Instituut (JBI) at Utrecht University to as low as
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€ 2 000 per year at Leiden University. Interestingly, this latter will discontinue
the provision of its undergraduate preparatory programmes: in the face of
new policy priorities – concentrating on attracting high calibre students – the
institutional investment in preparing less qualified students is no longer con-
sidered justified.

While the continued operation of preparatory programmes is dependent on
their financial viability, it is considered hard to calculate their real net income.
This is especially so in cases where the programme provider is not a com-
pletely financially independent part of the university or a separate institution.
The finances are blurred because some programmes share facilities and ser-
vices, even teaching, with the (rest of) the university, in some cases at no
cost to the programme. It is also difficult to assess the recruitment impact of
the preparatory programmes, and thus their contribution to the undergraduate
programme fee income at the institutional level.

Admission and progression 

Admission to the preparatory programme

Most preparatory programmes apply admissions criteria and often require
the completion of secondary education in the applicant’s home country, as
well as a sufficient level of language proficiency in the local and/or teaching
language. Whether a student needs to take a preparatory programme is
usually determined by the institution the student is applying to. While the
institutional foundation programmes target by and large a similar student
population – international students with a foreign secondary school leaving
certificate not considered as equivalent to the national one – some of the
visited institutions target students with higher than average performance and
high school grades. This is the case at SOAS and the University of Leeds.
Some others, like Leeds Metropolitan University have a different philosophy:
they want to offer a second chance to all students, and thus have lower
admission requirements for their foundation (and other) programmes.

The required language level depends on the standards of the receiving insti-
tution, which has some correlation to the amount of language tuition during
the programme. The more language tuition is given during the programme,
the lower the requirements may be kept. For example, the University of
Leeds or the Taylors College (which delivers the international foundation pro-
gramme for Monash University) require an IELTS score of 5.5, but an IELTS
score of 4.0 is sufficient for admission to the Leeds Metropolitan University
foundation year programme. In some cases, admission to the foundation pro-
gramme may be conditional on attending a pre-sessional English course.
Such courses are organised by most of the preparatory courses, like for
example Leeds Metropolitan, SOAS, and Taylors College. The programmes
designed to fill in the subject-specific knowledge gaps require a higher level
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of language competence, as this is not the focal point of the programme. On
the contrary, students need to be able to participate fully in subject teaching
from the start of the programme.

As mentioned above, the institutional preparatory programmes enjoy the
advantage of matching the preparatory programme entry requirements with
those applied to their bachelors programmes. This means that universities
requiring higher grades for undergraduate admission also need to apply
higher criteria for the preparatory programmes. In this way, the preparatory
programme only admits students who have a good chance of successfully
completing the preparation: better guarantees of progression to the degree
programme can be given to students without compromising the institutional
admission standards. It is considered to be the university’s responsibility to
guarantee a good chance of success for students who pay a high fee and
invest a year of their time in the foundation programme. In addition, a good
success rate in the preparatory programme is essential for its reputation: a
high failure rate is likely to have a detrimental effect on the attractiveness of
the programme to prospective students.

The pass rate of the preparatory programmes is in most cases very high.
This is considered to be largely due to the successful matching of admission
criteria to the expected output. For example, the SOAS IFY has a 95 percent
pass rate, and at Leeds University about 80 percent reach a sufficient level
to be able to proceed to study at the same university. A further 80 percent of
these achieve a Leeds degree. Leeds University wants to give better support
to the students during the foundation year to raise the success rate to 90
percent. MUFY (Australia) has a similar success rate, with 80 percent of its
students progressing to study at the university.

Progression and recognition

The progression of students to studies at the bachelors level is crucial for
preparatory programmes. Their justification and rasion d’être is in assisting
students to transfer from secondary school to university, and they are specifi-
cally designed to facilitate the admission of international students. In many
cases students are already in possession of a conditional offer from the fu-
ture university: this means that as long as the conditions are met – for ex-
ample, language level or a certain grade point average in the foundation
examinations – the student will automatically be admitted to the university.
They do not need to apply again, as their application has already been con-
sidered by the university. But if the student wants to apply to a different uni-
versity, it is normally necessary to apply separately.

At Leeds University, for example, the students are guaranteed a place on
their chosen undergraduate degree programme, on condition that they achie-
ve the required foundation year grades. A pass is not always enough and in
most cases students need to achieve an average of 60 percent (‘B’). How-
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ever, there are differences between departments and the requirements can
vary from three ‘A’s to three ‘C’s55. For Leeds Metropolitan, passing the cour-
se successfully guarantees entry to many undergraduate programmes at the
same university. Similarly, if Monash University Foundation Year students
achieve the required scores in their MUFY, they will be accepted without any
further requirements, such as an interview or a test. Students at HEC Mon-
treal consider automatic progression to the BAA bachelors after completing
the preparation course with the required grades – which are communicated
together with the admission offer – a great advantage of the programme.

While it is in the universities’ interests to keep good foundation year students
at their institutions, students are free to apply to other institutions. External
recognition of the foundation programme as a qualifying certificate depends
on agreements between universities, or a university and a preparatory pro-
gramme. For example, the SOAS IFY is recognised by all other colleges of
the University of London, and over half the IFY students proceed to one of its
colleges. The foundation year ICC certificate – the Intermediate Certificate
Course in Comparative International Studies – awarded to students at the
end of the foundation programme is recognised by all British universities as
an entrance qualification for undergraduate degree programmes56. In fact,
SOAS has chosen to prepare more students than it can absorb into its
degree programmes, and thus aims at retaining only some of the preparatory
programme students. Leeds University, in contrast, has no formal links with
other universities for recognition of the Leeds University IFY, but in practice,
many universities throughout the UK accept it. Similarly, the students of the
Monash University Foundation Year are usually admitted at other universities,
if they would have been admitted to the Monash. The Leeds Metropolitan
IFY, which concentrates on language preparation, can be used to demon-
strate English language ability required by other UK universities. Wider re-
cognition of the preparatory programme reduces the risk for students: if they
do not reach the required grades for admission to their first choice university,
they can apply to another.

Tracking students and their performance after the foundation year is difficult
and almost impossible for those who proceed to study at another institution.
At SOAS, for example, IFCELS (the Department of International Foundation
Courses and English Language Studies) knows where students go after-
wards – or at least where they apply to – but cannot track how they perform
during the bachelors and whether they complete their degree. Similarly, the
feedback on the MUFY students at Monash University indicates that they
perform better during their bachelors than students who gain entry by other
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means (including local students). However, this information is anecdotal57.
The University of Groningen foundation programme has no tracking system
to show how many students pass the exams at the end of the preparatory
course, how many of those successful continue their studies – at the Univer-
sity of Groningen or elsewhere – or how many of those who do continue gra-
duate with a bachelors degree.

Data on the performance of ex-preparatory programme students would be
useful from a number of viewpoints: students could better evaluate the value
of the programme; the programme could use the information in its marketing
activities; and for externalised programmes, universities could better evaluate
the quality of provision by the college or school in question. However, data
protection laws in most countries restrict the possibilities of collecting and
transmitting information, hence the reliance on anecdotal evidence of the
successes and failures of ex-foundation year students.

Some institutional examples, presenting different organisational models and
course types, are described below, concentrating on the most distinctive
features of each case.

SOAS IFY: preparing students for several universities

The School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) international foundation
year (IFY), known as the Intermediate Certificate Course in Comparative
International Studies, is the oldest in the UK. It is run by the Department of
International Foundation Courses and English Language Studies (IFCELS),
which is in charge of the delivery of preparatory and English language pro-
grammes (both pre- and in-session). Prior to its establishment, the only way
for international students to be admitted to universities in the UK was to com-
plete A-levels (the British secondary school leaving certificate), which made
studying in the UK a less attractive option for them. The purpose of the foun-
dation year is to create a vehicle for well-qualified students to develop in one
year the required English, study skills, and knowledge of the academic cul-
ture in the UK to gain access to a British university. Since October 2005, the
foundation course has also run from Tsinghua University in Beijing.

The SOAS IFY lasts ten months and provides academic and language pre-
paration for undergraduate university study in the UK in social sciences,
humanities, business and law. A distinguishing feature of the programme is
that language teaching and learning is directly linked to the material cover-
ed in academic subjects, so that students learn to understand and use the
language required for the subjects they intend to study at university. The
overarching aim of the course is to develop the students’ academic skills, cri-
tical thinking, and language and study skills through an integrated approach 
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All students on the undergraduate foundation programme study two com-
pulsory units: Intensive English for Academic Study and Introduction to
European Society and Thought. They must also choose two optional aca-
demic units out of a list of ten, according to their planned study path. These
optional subjects vary from world literature to politics, business studies, and
quantitative methods. Students have a total of 20 hours of classes a week,
with an equal number of self-study hours. Students attend lectures, small
group tutorials of 4-7 students and English language classes with a maxi-
mum of 12 students. Students take practice exams (“mocks”) at the end of
the spring term and final exams in the last three weeks of the academic year.

From the programme’s inception SOAS, which is a relatively small university,
was not able to accommodate all the students in its degree programmes
after they completed the foundation year. It was consequently felt that the
SOAS IFY could, and should, also serve other UK universities. Because of
its expertise on Asia and Africa, its wide-ranging in-house language compe-
tencies, and large number of international staff and students, SOAS seemed
the logical place for such international preparation. Financial issues also had
a role to play in the decision to embark on foundation year delivery.

Currently IFCELS has a high turnover and regularly generates a healthy surp-
lus through tuition fees. At SOAS, every income generating part of the univer-
sity is charged for central services such as the admissions office and the
library. The IFCELS department contributes around £ 120 000 per year (about
€ 178 200) to central services. The contribution is determined by assigning all
operational units of the university minus points for the use of central services
and plus points for providing them. IFCELS, which runs its own admissions, is
not charged for the central admissions office, but as its students use the uni-
versity library, the department has to pay its share for its running costs. In
short, all units pay for what they use, and get “credits” for what they provide.

As SOAS prepares students for admission to several universities, it also has
two academic advisors whose task is to provide guidance to students on fur-
ther study and to help them prepare their applications. They help the stu-
dents structure their personal statements for the application forms and carry
out practice interviews. The advisors aim at being very impartial in guiding
students in their decision of what to study and where. Having separate aca-
demic advisors is considered important because the advice of teaching staff
may often be based on out of date or only partial information. The advisers
organise specific lectures on the national undergraduate application proce-
dures (UCAS), as well as sessions to explain the structure and content of dif-
ferent bachelors programmes.

University of Leeds – recruiting good students

The University of Leeds Foundation Year started in 1989, with the aim of
recruiting more students into science and engineering, which were experienc-
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ing decreasing numbers of UK student applications. After a few years, two
other subject areas were added to the preparatory programme: business and
then performance. Currently, there is no conscious push to get more stu-
dents into one subject area than another. The main aim of the foundation
year is to ensure an intake of good international students from a wide range
of countries, and to give a chance to those who could not have been admitt-
ed into Leeds University without a foundation year.

The courses started with nine students, selected from 27 applicants. After
ten years of activity, it reached 50-60 students per year, and in 2000 – thanks
to an increase in the number of Chinese students – it had a record 132 stu-
dents. Since 2000 the number of foundation year students has stabilised at
100-130 students, while the target is still 150 students a year. Lately it has
become increasingly difficult to recruit international students, and the IFY is
struggling to reach its targets. The IFY is discussing with the university
departments the possibility of adding new subject areas to the programme,
so as to reach a larger number of students.

Students need to select their subject area prior to the start of the IFY, be-
cause the studies are subject-specific, and the entry requirements to univer-
sity – and thus to the foundation year – vary by discipline. For example,
admission to a bachelors degree in law requires secondary school “A”
Levels or equivalent qualifications, and thus students wishing to prepare for
that programme have to meet higher admission requirements for the foun-
dation programme than those wishing to study other subjects. In addition,
students should demonstrate high marks in subjects that are particularly
relevant for their chosen undergraduate degree programme. Because the
admission requirements at Leeds University are fairly high, a large number
of applications for the IFY are rejected every year. This is considered a fair
approach: students who start the IFY have a good chance of completing it
with grades required for progression to the University of Leeds bachelors
programmes. Once admitted, the students will be enrolled on one of the
following foundation programme streams: Arts, Business, Design, En-
gineering, Joint Honours (in science), Performance, or Science. In addition
to subject-specific studies, the programme has an obligatory module in
English and study skills.

The courses are taught at the university by university lecturers, with the
exception of biology, which is taught at a separate college. The IFY students
are effectively “year 0” Leeds University students, and have access to all ser-
vices and facilities of the university.

Leeds University is a founding member of the Northern Consortium UK58.
The Consortium provides an undergraduate preparatory programme for
several UK universities and brings international students into Leeds Universi-
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ty. Somehow, through NCUK membership, Leeds University is competing
with itself for foundation year students. The university has, however, decided
to keep its own foundation courses as long as they are financially viable, as
there is still demand for them. In addition, NCUK recruitment concentrates on
a limited number of countries, while Leeds University’s own courses reach a
larger pool of potential students.

Leeds Metropolitan59 – Second chance and integration with locals

The Leeds Metropolitan University undergraduate foundation course is deli-
vered by the School of Languages at the university’s Lesley Silver Internatio-
nal Faculty. It is principally an English and study skills course but subjects
such as business in Britain, the use of information technology, and British
cultural studies are also part of the curriculum. Students can also attend one
or two modules in their chosen subject area. These modules are taken
together with the British students and delivered by lecturers of the relevant
department. Students therefore get the chance to experience the university
lecture environment during their foundation studies, and start integrating with
local students. During the course, students will produce written reports, pre-
sent their work orally, and attend group tutorials. While these aspects are
part of the English or subject-specific modules, they also familiarise the stu-
dents with essential study methods. The course has September or January
starting dates and lasts for two semesters. Successful completion of the
course gives students a full Level 1 qualification, the Certificate of Higher
Education in International Foundation Studies, worth 120 credits. These cre-
dits cannot be transferred onto bachelors programmes at the university.

Even though Leeds Met delivers its own foundation programmes, it sees
several advantages in being a member of the Northern Consortium UK.
Through the consortium the university reaches students that it might other-
wise not reach. However, as NCUK foundation programme does not cover all
subject areas Leeds Met operates in, it needs to provide also its own founda-
tion programmes. Moreover, if a student has not succeeded in the NCUK
foundation they can join the Leeds Met course of English as professional stu-
dies, as a fall-back plan as part of the university’s second chance -policy.

Taylors College and Monash University – the challenges of externalised
provision

The Monash University Foundation Year (MUFY) prepares international stu-
dents for admission to Monash University. It differs from many other “institu-
tional foundation courses”, as a separate institution, Taylors College, in Mel-
bourne, delivers it externally. Taylors College is a professionally oriented
institution which organises preparation for universities in different cities –
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three in Australia and one in New Zealand. In addition to the foundation pro-
grammes, the College offers grade 12 preparation – for the Australian secon-
dary school leaving certificate – and English language courses.

The aim of MUFY is to prepare international undergraduate applicants for
the theoretically informed study, research and debate that underpin under-
graduate study in Australian – and more generally, Western – universities.
The course aims to shift the students’ learning style to a more independent
and analytical approach from the often prevalent “learning by heart”. Only
international students may participate in the programme and currently Tay-
lors has MUFY students from about 50 countries, with the largest proportion
coming from the Asia Pacific Region (especially Hong Kong, China, Indone-
sia, Malaysia and Singapore) and the Middle East. Experience over the
years has shown that students from each of these regions have distinct and
often very different educational backgrounds, expectations, aptitudes, and
cultural sensitivities. Consequently, international students cannot be treated
as a homogenous whole. The college staff at all levels are encouraged to be
sensitive to the individual needs of students and to be aware of the different
social mores in their home countries.

The Monash University Foundation Year is between one and one and a half
years long and equivalent to the final year of secondary schooling in Austra-
lia (year 12). The length of the course is determined by the students’ prior
learning and English level. Three options are available: standard (40 weeks),
extended (59 weeks) and accelerated (30 weeks). In most cases, the courses
add one year to the total study period. All students are required to study
English and in most cases, mathematics. Elective subjects include, among
others, accounting, chemistry, computer science, economics, geography, bio-
logy, and physics. The choice of electives is widest for the January intake,
which is the main student intake. While MUFY is similar to the final year of
high school, it is directed towards a certain course programme at the univer-
sity. In addition to subject studies, the Foundation Programme includes
ongoing “study skills” development, specific sessions on university course
advice, and career planning activities. These are carried out by specialist
Taylors staff and greatly enhanced by input from Monash University staff. All
courses are taught at Taylor’s college by its own teachers.

The importance of robust quality assurance mechanisms 

The Taylors foundation programmes are “non-accredited”, sitting outside the
Australian qualifications framework. Their “recognition” comes from the quali-
ty assurance provided by the university partner and from the progression
links to it – thus, in the case of the MUFY, Monash University guarantees
Taylors graduates admission to their undergraduate programmes. For the
university to be able to give such guarantees of admission, robust quality
assurance mechanisms have been put in place.
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A Board of Studies (BOS), usually comprising five members – a chairper-
son and two representatives nominated by the university, and two
representatives of Taylor’s College – oversees the Monash University foun-
dation programme. This structure provides the University with the necessary
quality assurance regime to ensure that the content of the course and the
level reached meet its requirements for undergraduate admission. While
Taylors is responsible for the modes of delivery and must ensure that stu-
dents develop the independent learning skills and academic standards requi-
red by the university, the BOS drives the implementation of these objectives.
Among other duties, it accredits subjects, reviews curricula in association
with university teaching staff and examiners, establishes assessment proto-
cols, and reviews quality assurance policies and procedures.

“Moderation” is also one of the BOS’s main responsibilities. In the first
instance, “moderation” is achieved through the application of thorough assess-
ment mechanisms during the delivery of the programme. The assessment is
divided into coursework and external assessment. Coursework is set and
assessed by the classroom teacher. Standards for cross marking, sample
marking and marking from criteria are clearly defined (the latter is required
when there is more than one class in a subject, to ensure all are assessed
against the same criteria). External assessment comprises between 50 and
70 percent of the final mark in each subject; the final weighting is determined
by the BOS.

The BOS is also responsible for the examinations process. MUFY final
examinations are “externally” set, by Monash University, and an examiner is
appointed and paid by the university. The proposed paper is then discussed
with a teacher of that subject from the College. Taylors teachers mark the
examinations, after which the external examiner check-marks at least one in
ten. Scores can be adjusted by the examiner according to the BOS guide-
lines. The examiner provides adjusted marks to the Board along with a
report for the subject. The Board then determines final grades. These proce-
dures are meant to give substance to the commitment by both parties, the
College and the University, to maintaining an appropriate level of academic
rigour and educational excellence and are meant to ensure that only well-
prepared students progress into the university.

While SOAS provides preparatory programmes “in-house”, it has adopted a
series of tools to ensure a high quality of programme provision. The College
Learning and Teaching Committee approves the IFY programmes, double
marks exams, and discusses assessment of oral presentations. The task of
this committee is to assure the quality of the teaching, as well as the appro-
priateness of the course content. Like all departments of the university, the
IFCELS is also subject to the review of the external quality audit. An internal
quality audit, which is even more robust than the external one, takes place
every five to six years. The IFCELS has a departmental quality team with
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four course managers each looking at a different aspect of the department’s
work, one of them being in charge of the international foundation year. The
teaching development unit has a manager carrying out similar quality control
and a general manager who oversees all operations in the department. Each
SOAS IFY has a student representative and at the end of each term and
the academic year students are asked to fill in feedback questionnaires.
Several other institutions apply similar student feedback methods.

HEC Montréal60 – personalised preparatory programme for 
“out-of-province” students

Quebecois students study for 13 years before entering university – 11 years
of secondary school plus two years at a CEGEP61 – after which they can
enter a three-year bachelors programme. Many Quebec universities accept
international (and Canadian) students with 12 years of schooling into four-
year bachelors programmes or offer their own preparatory year prior to
admittance to a three-year bachelors. The HEC Montréal preparatory year,
as with many others in the province, is designed for non-Quebecois students
only. It consists of ten courses of three credits62 each, with an emphasis on
maths, IT applied to management, languages, and introduction to commerce
– these are the subjects most related to the available bachelors pro-
grammes. The programme also includes a course on Quebecois culture and
society. The course is delivered mainly at the HEC and at the University of
Montréal (to which the HEC is annexed), and takes place in the autumn and
winter trimesters (August to April).

The specificity of the course is its personalised approach: for admission to
the programme each student’s dossier is examined carefully and results of
the three last years of secondary schooling are taken into account. At the
start of the course students build their own timetable, with the help of their
counsellor, based on previous study and grades, and the requirements of the
desired bachelors programme.

Dutch bridging programmes – preparing national and international
students for the admission exams

One of the reasons Dutch foundation programmes were established was due
to the demanding admission rules at many Dutch higher education institu-
tions. Many Dutch universities require a certain number of specific subject
areas to have been studied in upper secondary education, rather than just
accepting the respective national upper secondary school leaving certificate
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– Dutch or not. They expect new entrants to have an exactly defined prior
knowledge, proof of which is enrolment in a number of relevant disciplines in
upper secondary education. Since “relevance” seems to be interpreted in a
rather restricted way, and there appears to be no procedure for the recogni-
tion of informally or non-formally acquired knowledge and skills, students
who lack certain elements of prior knowledge are required to pass an exami-
nation. The bridging programmes, offered by a number of Dutch universities,
are there to prepare students for these examinations, and are open to natio-
nal and international students.

According to the interviewees, admission to study in the Netherlands is neither
centrally nor legally regulated. Each institution and department sets its own
admission requirements. The entrance examinations are in most considered
cases institution specific and only guarantee admission to the university
where they were taken. The specificity of each programme, designed to meet
the detailed requirements of particular courses, may hinder attempts by insti-
tutions to pool resources and organise programmes jointly.

Leiden University bridging programme – conflict with institutional priorities

At Leiden University, bridging programme students have not fulfilled the
admission requirements in either Dutch or another subject to qualify for
direct entry. Most of the entrance exams following the preparatory courses
are taken at Leiden University and in most cases are not nationally recognis-
ed. They therefore guarantee admission only to Leiden University. However,
some inter-university recognition of the examination results exists, and parti-
cipation in the preparatory courses is not a condition to sit the entrance
exams.

The central international office at Leiden University is responsible for the
organisation of the bridging programme for international students. The actual
training, however, is provided by the university’s language centre and by an
adult learning institution outside of the university, the Regional Education
Centre (ROC), Leiden63. The ROC offers content-based courses in subject
areas such as physics, biology, chemistry, maths, social sciences, and
history. Strangely, from the perspective of international students, the ROC
teaches only in Dutch. Applicants who do not have the necessary level of
Dutch can enrol in pre-ROC Dutch language training.

The bridging programme fees do not cover the costs of its provision, so it is
subsidised by the university. With the introduction of a policy targeting high
achievers, the bridging programme has become controversial at Leiden Uni-
versity. There appeared to be a contradiction between aiming for exceptional
students and organising non-cost covering remedial programmes for those
not fully meeting admission standards. Consequently, in June 2006, Leiden
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University decided to discontinue its bridging programme in the above-
described form. Students may still be conditionally admitted, and be required
to sit the entrance exams, but the international office no longer organises
such preparatory programmes. The university language centre still offers its
courses on language preparation, but prospective students must register
with them directly. For content-related preparation, students are referred to
self-study material (reading lists) and can buy preparatory training elsewhere.

James Boswell Instituut (JBI)/Utrecht University64 – changing needs 

The James Boswell Instituut was founded about 45 years ago at the Univer-
sity of Utrecht. It began as a bridging institution for prospective Dutch stu-
dents of Utrecht University who had not taken one or more of the subjects at
secondary school necessary for admission to their chosen degree pro-
gramme. As at Leiden University, students enrolled at JBI are trained for the
admission test in their chosen subject. JBI offers Dutch and English lan-
guage courses, a wide range of subjects necessary for entering degree pro-
grammes at Utrecht University, and other subjects which enrolled students
might want to improve in.

Over the years, the native student body has become less and the foreign stu-
dent population more important. Currently, the majority of enrolment is inter-
national (60%). The focus of the JBI has thus shifted from Dutch students in
its early stages, to foreign students from developing countries, to foreign
exchange students. In its present form, the JBI provides various preparatory
courses and offers training for a wide range of target groups. It caters for pro-
spective students of Utrecht University, but also for other Dutch universities
and hogescholen – the majority still for undergraduate study. Degree stu-
dents who need to improve in a particular skill, such as Dutch language or
rhetoric, and university staff seeking language training, also use the JBI.

In the future, Utrecht University intends to target high-achieving foreign
masters-level students. This could influence the courses offered at the JBI,
increasing the need for pre-masters bridging courses – for even good stu-
dents might lack a particular subject competence – and for Dutch language
courses for those who enrol in a Dutch-taught masters programme. But the
expectation is rather that most new applicants will be so highly qualified that
they do not need any particular preparation. This would force the institute to
concentrate more on non-mandatory offers and non-student target groups –
for example, staff or professionals.

University of Groningen – meeting admission requirements

The Faculty of Economics at the University of Groningen is one of its most
internationalised faculties and teaches its bachelors programmes in English.
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The Faculty operates bridging programmes preparing students for access to
bachelors and masters degrees. While the pre-bachelors programme is orga-
nised by the Faculty of Economics, an external provider, the Noorderpoort
College, delivers the teaching. The college is a regional education centre,
offering vocational education and training (VET) and adult education.

For access to bachelors studies, the following international students qualify
for direct admission:

� Holders of an International/European Baccalaureate (IB/EB) that includes
subjects Maths Higher or Maths Standard/Methods and English.

� Holders of a secondary school or pre-university diploma from an EEA
country that grants admission to a Business Studies programme at a uni-
versity in the student’s country of origin and which includes subjects equi-
valent to the IB/EB Maths Higher or Maths Standard/Methods and proof
of English language skills.

� Dutch and international students who have completed the first year of a
comparable bachelors degree in a Dutch HBO (hogeschool).

Students with a secondary school or pre-university diploma from a non-EEA
country have their diplomas compared with the Dutch University Preparatory
Certificate (VWO) and the International/European Baccalaureate (IB/EB). If
there are discrepancies in the applicant’s pre-university qualifications regard-
ing the entry requirements for maths and/or English, the applicant may be
asked to take a maths entrance examination and/or a recognised English
language ability test such as TOEFL or IELTS. Students with deficiencies in
English – or in Dutch, in the case of Dutch-taught bachelors – are also offer-
ed classes at the University of Groningen language centre.

4.2 National level preparation for admissions examination 

In higher education systems where admission criteria are set by the single
institutions and can significantly vary, institutional preparatory programmes –
or in some cases networks – may be the best approach to undergraduate
preparation. The needs of students can be matched more easily with the
requirements of the institution. On the other hand, a national preparatory
programme may be appropriate in a context where admissions criteria are
widely similar for all (or most) institutions and programmes, and are measur-
ed through a national admissions examination or similar mechanism. Pooling
of resources is enabled by the more universal admission criteria. This is the
case of the Swiss national admissions examination and the related official
preparatory programme.

The Swiss context

In Switzerland the secondary school leaving certificate, Matura, is conside-
red to be the first level of higher education, and not the last level of secon-
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dary school. Consequently, it gives students unrestricted access to Swiss
universities. The rationale in international recruitment is that admissions are
made on the same conditions as Swiss students. International students
should therefore be able to demonstrate that they have reached a level equi-
valent to the Matura, and that they could be (or have been) admitted for simi-
lar studies in a university in their home country.

Individual institutions independently decide the equivalence of the students’
qualifications, but the criteria are widely uniform in each of the language
areas. If the student’s certificate is not considered equivalent to the Matura,
or if the student cannot prove acceptance to a university in his or her home
country, they must pass an examination carried out jointly by all of the Swiss
universities. This national level admission examination is known as the Fri-
bourg examination. Passing the examination grants access to the desired
programme at undergraduate level in the Swiss university the student has
applied for. Admission to another university – usually within the same lan-
guage region – may also be possible, but is not guaranteed. Swiss students,
in contrast, gain unrestricted access to higher education after the Matura.

Organisation and status of the Fribourg VKHS/CIUS 

To prepare for the Fribourg admission examination, students can opt for a
non-obligatory preparatory course. While some private schools also de-
liver preparation for the Fribourg examination, the Fribourg VKHS/CIUS65 is
the official University Preparatory Course for studies in Switzerland, subsi-
dised by the Swiss confederation and its cantons. The Fribourg VKHS/CIUS
has prepared international students for university study in Switzerland for
more than 40 years. It has its legal basis in the Swiss law, which states two
types of courses for international students that need to be offered and finan-
cially supported by the cantons and the confederation: university admission
preparation and language courses. The federal law also states the level of
financial support linked to the delivery of these programmes.

The VKHS/CIUS receives the public subsidy to deliver the preparatory and
language courses. It is a foundation, and therefore has to comply with federal
laws, and is supervised by a council, which is composed of members of the
confederation and the Swiss universities. The council approves the VKHS/
CIUS budget and the annual statement of accounts. It also hires all full-time
teachers and functions as the strategic organ of the school.

The legal basis of the school sets also principles for the VKHS/CIUS rela-
tionship with the Fribourg University. The special status of the University of
Fribourg stems from the location of the preparatory programme in its vicinity.
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65 The abbreviations refer to the German and French names of the course, namely Vorbereitungskurse auf
das Hochschulstudium in der Schweiz (VKHS) and Cours d’Introduction aux Études Universitaires en
Suisse (CIUS).
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Indeed, Fribourg was chosen as the location for the VKHS/CIUS because it
hosts the only bilingual (German-French) university in Switzerland. The spe-
cial status of the University of Fribourg within the foundation expresses itself
in agreements for the use of the university’s facilities by the VKHS/CIUS stu-
dents: on payment by the preparatory programme, students have full access
to all University of Fribourg facilities – including e-mail, the library, sports, the
refectory, and the college card, giving eligibility for student discounts. Stu-
dents on the preparatory course therefore have the opportunity to experien-
ce Swiss university life during their time at the VKHS/CIUS, and they greatly
appreciated this. In addition to service agreements, the University of Fribourg
commits itself, among other things, to setting the examination rules for the
national admission examination. It has no special status in decisions regard-
ing the VKHS/CIUS course content. Relationships to other universities in
Switzerland are very close and they are all represented in the VKHS/CIUS
admissions committee.

There are 49 staff at the VKHS/CIUS school – 27 of them full-time, of who 15
are teachers and 5 administrative staff employed on the preparatory courses,
while the remaining are mostly language teachers. The university prepara-
tory course has between 120 and 150 students a year. This number is consi-
dered satisfactory, given currently available space and facilities. However, the
VKHS/CIUS aims at increasing the number of students as soon as construc-
tion work for more teaching and learning space is completed.

The school is in charge of the evaluation of its courses, which it does through
student evaluation and checking the results of language and admission
exams.

Integrating public subsidy with fee income 

The VKHS budget consists of two main parts: tuition fee income and income
from public sources. The fee income covers CHF 2.5 million (about € 1.6 mil-
lion) of the total budget of CHF 4 million (€ 2.5 million). The remaining CHF
1.5 million (soon to be raised to 2 million) is contributed by the cantons and
the confederation. The confederation contributes 70 percent of the total
public subsidy, while the cantons contribute according to a key that takes into
account the number of students in the preparatory courses and the financial
strength of the canton. The canton and confederation funding for the VKHS is
not as high per student as for the universities. A student in the preparatory
course therefore costs the state less than a student in a university.

As the state financing does not cover the total costs of the course, the
VKHS/CIUS needs to integrate with tuition fee income. All students at the
VKHS pay fees, though many of them have scholarships either from their
country or origin, or from the canton of their prospective university. The tui-
tion fees are CHF 4 900 (approximately € 3 100) and there is also an exami-
nation fee (see below), while language courses cost CHF 2 900 (approxima-
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tely € 1 800). Even though the fee is relatively high, it covers only part of the
real cost, and the course is considered by the students, as an investment in
the future. Degree studies in Switzerland, after the completion of the prepa-
ration, are virtually tuition fee free for all students66.

If the school wishes to enlarge its area of activities, these need to be self-
financed: the public subsidy covers only the provision of language and uni-
versity preparation programmes.

Admission to VKHS/CIUS and progression to universities

The school does not target a specific student cohort: students come to the
VKHS/CIUS because they are “sent” by the university that they have applied
to for their degree programme. The decision of whether a student needs to
take the national admission examination for international students is deter-
mined by the (future) university, often based on the guidelines on equivalence
of foreign qualifications complied by the Swiss Rectors’ Conference (CRUS).
Students who go to the VKHS/CIUS are usually provisionally admitted to a
university, or very exceptionally to a Fachhochschule (University of Applied
Sciences)67. The provisional admission means that if the student passes the
Fribourg examination, they can start their studies at that university without
further requirements.

Students wishing to start the VKHS/CIUS need to pass, on the first day of
the preparatory course, a test in written and oral skills in either German or
French – depending on the teaching language of the destination university –
as well as in English. If the student’s language abilities are insufficient, they
may be admitted to the Winter Language Course (see below) before they
can proceed with preparations for the admission examination.

75 percent of the VKHS/CIUS preparatory course students pass the Fribourg
admission examination on the first attempt, compared to a 55-65 percent
pass rate of students in private preparatory courses. Those that pass can
start their studies at a Swiss university immediately; students that fail can
only repeat the exam once. Student performance during their university stu-
dies cannot be tracked: the universities are not allowed to pass on informati-
on on study success due to data protection laws. Informal observations indi-
cate that after the first year there is nothing to distinguish the performance of
students who have been through the preparation from those who had been
directly admitted.
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66 Some interlocutors argued that if the Swiss universities are to be made more attractive for international
students (as is the position of the Secretary of the State), the state subsidy to the preparatory programme
should be augmented and the personal contribution of students diminished.

67 The national policy is to increase the number of international students in the Universities of Applied
Sciences (Fachhochshulen), but for the moment there is no common solution as to what to do with stu-
dents that do not directly qualify for entry into them. The subjects taught at the VKHS do not necessarily
meet the requirements of the Fachhochshulen and thus could not simply be extended to include VKHS
students. An alternative solution may need to be elaborated in the coming years.
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The course content and the examination

The subjects taught during the preparatory year correspond widely to the
subjects taught at Swiss high schools in the final years of study. Students
study German or French, maths, history, English, biology, geography and
physics, these last three being optional. Most time is spent on the main
teaching language and maths courses, the latter being the hardest subject
for many international students. The VKHS/CIUS is planning to start offering
a pre-preparation maths course for students who need more than average
preparation. The courses are taught in French or German, depending on the
main teaching language of the future university. Teaching is delivered in a
school-style, with a set daily timetable and obligatory attendance to all classes.
In addition to the subject studies, students have a specific course on study
skills during the first semester. Study skills are learned through coursework,
like short essays and presentations.

The preparatory course lasts for one academic year, from October to June.
The Fribourg admission examination is held twice a year, at the end of June
and in September or October. Students have to register for the examination
through their prospective university, which also handles the examination fee
(CHF 600 (€ 380) for the German section, and CHF 360 (€ 230) for the
French section). Officially passing the examination qualifies students only for
admittance to the institution through which they applied for participation in
the exam. In practice, some changes may be possible as long as the teach-
ing language and subject area remain the same.

The Fribourg examiners include teaching staff from the VKHS/CIUS and
other schools in the area. External examiners are from both universities and
high schools. In addition, outside experts accompany groups of 4 to 12 stu-
dents through the oral examinations. These experts are either members of
the examination committee, which consists of representatives of all universi-
ties (except the Università della Svizzera Italiana), or other representatives of
the Swiss universities. They are there to ensure that the evaluation of the oral
examinations is impartial and that no discrimination takes place.

As with most undergraduate preparatory programmes, the VKHS/CIUS course
adds one year to the total time spent for university studies. A shorter option
is seen as undesirable, as many students would be likely to choose it, yet it
would not give them the necessary preparation for the exam, and many
would not gain Swiss university admittance. The VKHS/CIUS is considering
the introduction of short “gap-filler” courses instead, for students who need
less additional preparation prior to university studies.
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4.3 Northern Consortium UK – the strengths of network-based 
preparation

The network and its aims

The Northern Consortium UK (NCUK) was established in 1987 by eleven
founding partner universities in the north of England, which own and fund the
consortium68. NCUK has further partnerships with universities in the UK, Ire-
land and Australia (eight in each country) and cooperates with several edu-
cation organisations in different countries for the delivery of its pre-university
courses (see below). The founder partners of the network are varied and
comprise some of the country’s top research-led universities, such as Man-
chester and Leeds, and universities with a more local and professional
teaching focus, such as Huddersfield and Leeds Metropolitan.

The aim of NCUK is to recruit qualified international students to study in the
UK at its member universities. It is an additional recruitment tool for the part-
ners, and by providing access for international students who would not qua-
lify for direct admission to British universities, it also enlarges the pool of
potential candidates. Alongside recruiting and training good international stu-
dents, another objective of the programmes is to offer international students
who do not qualify for direct entry to British universities an alternative route
through the possibility of up-grading their school leaving certificate. The
NCUK International Foundation Year (NCUK IFY) was one of the first inter-
mediate foundation certificates in the UK (after SOAS69).

The NCUK operation is paid for by the NCUK founding member universities.
Each contributes to the costs on a “per-student recruited” basis in a similar
pay arrangement to that made with recruitment agents. A difference is that
the universities pay to support the academic infrastructure of NCUK and the
placement services provided to students. Since the universities are directly
involved in the quality assurance and assessment arrangements for NCUK,
they have far greater control, and thus confidence, in the standard of NCUK
students. NCUK is also a more predictable source of students for the found-
ing partners: students who accept a place at one of the universities via the
NCUK almost always enrol. In addition, the drop-out-rate for NCUK students
is much lower than the average, since they have gone through a year-long
university preparation programme. The main strength of the network model –
compared to separate institution-based preparatory courses, which many of
the NCUK partner institutions also offer – is that the NCUK pre-university
programmes give more choice to students. They can choose from more
study destinations and subject areas and there is less risk for the universi-
ties, especially if they guarantee admission.
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68 The founding member institutions of the NCUK are: Bradford, Huddersfield, Leeds Metropolitan, Leeds,
Liverpool John Moores, Liverpool, Manchester (combining UMIST and The Victoria University of Man-
chester), Manchester Metropolitan, The University of Salford, Sheffield Hallam and Sheffield.

69 For description of the SOAS international foundation year see section 4.1 above.
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While arguably NCUK programmes run in the UK compete with similar pro-
grammes at the partner universities, the same programmes delivered off-shore
do not. Few universities have the resources to run their own off-shore pre-uni-
versity programmes, and thus real economy of scale can be reached by effec-
tively running foundation programmes in collaboration with other universities.

Students

NCUK prepares students first and foremost for entry into its founder partner
institutions. However, other universities in the UK and elsewhere increasingly
recognise its courses, and NCUK has formed partnerships with universities
in Ireland and Australia. A unique feature of the NCUK pre-university pro-
grammes, which is a consequence of its academic credibility and its universi-
ty ownership, is that any student who passes is guaranteed a place on an
appropriate degree course at an NCUK partner university. This guarantee,
coupled with the possibility to progress to a number of universities, is one of
the strong selling points of the NCUK pre-university programmes.

The partner universities are usually very willing to receive the NCUK students.
After completing the preparation, the students are strongly encouraged to go
to a NCUK partner university. The university partners accept the NCUK pre-
undergraduate programmes as qualifying students for entry onto appropriate
bachelors degrees, and recognise the pre-masters programme as providing
“added value” for applicants to postgraduate degrees, especially taught
masters degrees. The Australian partner universities accept NCUK applicati-
ons from the NCUK programmes in China and likewise the Irish partners from
the programmes run in Ireland. Many other universities recognise the NCUK
preparatory year as qualifying students for entry, and students are free to
apply to them. The NCUK pre-undergraduate foundation year programme has
gained a wider formal recognition than any other preparatory course in the UK.

In principle, the NCUK courses are open to students from all countries.
However, the provision of courses in a limited number of countries is expec-
ted to lead to significantly larger student numbers from those countries. This
applies especially to China: in 2004/05 NCUK students represented 8 per-
cent of all Chinese undergraduates in UK universities70.

Organisation and delivery of courses

NCUK provides the curriculum, syllabuses, summative assessments and
quality assurance for its courses, but it does not deliver the programmes.
Delivery is via ‘local’ partners to standards set and monitored by NCUK.

The first NCUK IFY course was delivered in Kenya in 1993, as significant
numbers of Kenyan students wanted to study in the UK. The Kenyan stu-
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70 Source: HESA – the UK Higher Education Statistics Agency
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dents had 12 years of schooling, and thus needed to complete an extra year,
as well as language and study skills preparation, before qualifying for admit-
tance to a UK university71. When delivery of the IFY course commenced in
China in 1999, NCUK started a period of expansion both within China and
elsewhere. The programme was first offered in the UK in 2004/2005 acade-
mic year.

In the UK, NCUK pre-university courses are delivered by two public sector
further education colleges: Chichester College and City College Manchester.
NCUK courses are also offered in some of the major UK international stu-
dent target recruitment countries, namely Japan, China, Kenya, Nigeria, Viet-
nam and Ireland. Some centres deliver both the IFY and PMP while others
deliver only one of the two.

The NCUK office, located in Manchester, has 13 full-time staff members.
There are also two full-time staff members based in Beijing to coordinate
work in the Asia-Pacific region. There are no permanent NCUK staff else-
where, but consultants and local staff are used. In addition to its permanent
staff, NCUK has also employed more than 40 academics to work on consul-
tancy contracts for the development of courses, setting examinations, exter-
nal examining, and quality assurance auditing. All coordination of the teach-
ing and courses is done centrally at NCUK, which helps guarantee quality
across the board. The NCUK also has a student services team, which deals
with student university applications, career orientation, and other issues.

NCUK has complex mechanisms for the quality assurance of its courses –
whether delivered in the UK or overseas – based on the UK Quality Assurance
Agency’s Code of Practice for Collaborative Provision72. Quality assurance of
the preparatory courses takes place at three levels: at the delivery centre
level NCUK requires local partners to demonstrate internal quality assurance
measures to ensure compliance with the NCUK quality criteria. At the NCUK
level NCUK’s Academic Development and Quality Committee is charged with
assuring the quality and standards of NCUK programmes and with checking
local partner delivery via an audit process. Finally, NCUK is subject to inde-
pendent external auditing by an academic auditor who reports directly to the
founding universities.

Course content and available options

The first courses offered by NCUK in 1988 were split-degree programmes,
which were developed following an initiative by the Malaysian Government.
Working with its founder partner universities NCUK designed 20 different UK
first year undergraduate equivalent programmes and these were offered
at two government colleges in Malaysia. Students entered the programmes
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71 England, Wales and the Northern Ireland have a 13 year school system.
72 See http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/section2/default.asp
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with ‘A’ level or equivalent qualifications and studied the first year equivalent
programme in Malaysia before progressing to NCUK partner universities in
the UK to complete the second and final year of their undergraduate degre-
es. This split-degree or 1+2 programme was offered in Malaysia until 1997.

Currently, NCUK offers two types of pre-university courses: a pre-underg-
raduate International Foundation Year (IFY) programme for undergraduate
degree applicants and a Premasters Programme (PMP) for postgraduate
students73. The postgraduate preparation course is considered particularly
important for students who need to improve their English and study skills,
while the undergraduate preparation is usually part of the admission require-
ments of NCUK partner universities. A key aim of the courses is to enable
students to make the transition from the teaching and learning experience
they will have had in their home country to that required for success on a UK
degree.

The NCUK is currently developing a year-1 undergraduate equivalent
pathway option, which will be known as the NCUK International Diploma.
This programme is a direct successor to the original NCUK split-degree pro-
grammes and will give international students the chance to gain UK Level 1
credits for the International Diploma year. These could then be used to pro-
gress directly to the second year of an appropriate undergraduate degree
course in a NCUK partner university. When offered in combination, the
NCUK IFY and the NCUK International Diploma will create a 2+2 option for
students: two years of study in their home country followed by two years in a
NCUK partner university in the UK. In addition to successful completion of
the NCUK IFY programme, students holding other acceptable qualifications
– including British ‘A’-levels – may also enter the NCUK International Di-
ploma. For the moment, the International Diploma will have two subject dis-
ciplines: business and engineering, within which students can choose their
specific areas of interest, for example, civil, electrical or mechanical engi-
neering74.

Since its formation, NCUK has helped prepare more than 10 000 internatio-
nal students for degree studies in the UK. Currently there are about 379 stu-
dents on the NCUK PMP and the NCUK IFY has about 919 students. Of the
total 1 300 students, about two-thirds are on courses delivered by partner
organisations in China.

One of the advantages to the students of taking a course in the home coun-
try is that the cost of living is usually much lower than in the UK. Students
doing the preparation in their home country also encounter fewer problems
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73 The PMP is described in more detail in chapter 6 below.
74 NCUK is launching a further extension of this model in Shanghai: selected NCUK partner universities will

offer UK Level II and Level III of a limited range of degree courses enabling students to complete a full UK
degree in Shanghai. Students studying this combined undergraduate degree or 4+0 will complete the
NCUK IFY, the NCUK International Diploma plus two further years of undergraduate study.
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with their subsequent visa application: it is easier to get a visa as an already
admitted student – the status of the NCUK foundation year students – than
as a “potential student”. Students can also start with a lower level of English,
as it is not needed for survival outside the classroom. A further advantage is
that when delivered in the sending country, the courses are more targeted
and especially planned for students from that country. The teacher has not
got to take into account the needs of students from a range of different coun-
tries.

On the other hand, students who do the foundation year in the UK get
more exposure to English, and thus may experience less language-related
problems during their first year at university. They also have the chance to
get more informed about the higher education environment in the UK and
potentially can make better choices for the degree course afterwards. In
addition, there is a wider choice of IFY and PMP subjects in the UK. In other
countries the choice is more limited due to lower student numbers. In additi-
on to the better cultural and linguistic adaptation, students also have the
advantage of being able to more easily visit prospective universities and
decide where and what they would like to study after their pre-university pro-
gramme.

After students have passed a NCUK course, NCUK work with them to pro-
vide advice and support in settling into their chosen university, and are avail-
able if students have any problems during their degree course.

NCUK International Foundation Year (IFY) 

As the NCUK IFY is offered in a number of countries, the details of the pro-
gramme vary according to the location, adapting to the needs and interests
of the students. The common elements typically include English for Acade-
mic Purposes (EAP), key study skills including information and communica-
tion technologies (ICT), and the development of independent learning and
subject studies. The duration and type of English language teaching depends
on whether English was the language of instruction during secondary school
education.

The IFY prepares students for entry to an undergraduate degree programme
– it is very similar in structure to UK ‘A’-levels. Students study 3 subjects
together with EAP (English for Academic Purposes) and learning skills. Sub-
ject modules currently offered or planned for delivery next academic year
(2006-2007) include: mathematics, which has business and science options,
further mathematics, biology, chemistry, physics, business and management,
business studies, economics, international relations, and society and politics.
The core course of the IFY is English for Academic Purposes. This is consi-
dered a vital course, as it integrates English language study with the key
academic subjects. IFY programmes are normally delivered over 30 weeks
with students having 20 to 25 hours of directed study per week supported by
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a period of self-directed study of at least equal duration. An extended IFY
programme of 45 weeks is available where required, as are shorter ‘fast-
track’ options. A higher level of English is required to be admitted to the fast
track – at least IELTS 5.5 instead of IELTS 5.0 for the standard option. Stu-
dents take other subjects according to their specific needs and in considera-
tion of the relevance of the subjects to their planned future study.

Students who are not at the minimum language entry level for the NCUK IFY
are advised to follow a pre-IFY language development programme, which
they may study over one, two, or three terms depending on language ability.
While seen by some students as holding them back, it is essential for the
student to be able to complete the IFY and thus to gain access to a univer-
sity75.

Admission to the NCUK IFY and progression to university 

Normally entrants to the IFY have completed secondary school education in
their home country and have an English language level sufficient for them to
achieve the language proficiency required by the NCUK partner universities
on successful completion of the IFY (normally at least IELTS 5.0 or equiva-
lent). Occasionally, NCUK will consider applications from students who do
not fit into the above category, but who have other relevant qualifications.
In such cases, the centre carrying out the teaching will forward the non-
standard application to NCUK. The applicant can only be considered once
the centre has received a reply from NCUK telling them that the student may
be admitted to the programme. Students on the preparatory programme are
part of the college or institution providing the course, and not of the universi-
ty they are planning to apply to afterwards.

Approximately 90 percent of students on the IFY and PMP proceed to
bachelors or masters study respectively. The progression rate is high, in part
due to the relatively high entry requirements for the programmes, which
NCUK partner organisations in other countries are also required to follow.
There is no difference in the quality of NCUK ‘graduates’ from different
NCUK preparatory centres.

The NCUK IFY students and pre-masters programme students apply for
degree courses in the NCUK partner universities through the NCUK office.
Applications are then forwarded to the universities chosen by the student,
and the universities make offers in terms of the grades required on the
NCUK course. Once the student has accepted an offer, NCUK will work
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75 Some teaching staff at the NCUK IFY delivery centre at City College Manchester (CCM) consider the cur-
rent limit of IELTS 5.0 at entry to the NCUK PMP too low to bring the students to the required[0] level of
English in one year: there are concerns that the PMP students, who need to be able to complete a sub-
stantial dissertation by the end of the preparatory year, would struggle to improve enough on time. This
concern could possibly be present because the programme is only two years old and they are still lacking
experience on student performance.
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closely with the student and the future university to prepare the transition to
the university.

During their NCUK programme, students can receive advice on different uni-
versity and course options. This is especially important as students often
come to the UK, or to NCUK centres in their home country, with preconcep-
tions of which universities are the best or most popular, without knowing, for
example, their particular specialisations. It is also important to give a realistic
picture of the admission possibilities for each student: while all those who
pass the IFY have a guarantee of a place in one of the NCUK founder part-
ner universities, they are not guaranteed entry onto their chosen course and
university. NCUK partner universities set entry levels for NCUK programme
students and these vary between universities. Final admission decisions lie
entirely with the university.

All NCUK undergraduate applications are processed via the UK’s central uni-
versity admissions process (UCAS). NCUK students complete a standard
UCAS application but, by agreement with UCAS, NCUK handles the applica-
tion process with the partner universities until the final stages when the stu-
dent’s record is handed over to UCAS. The advantage of this form of coope-
ration is that there is no breach of any agreements between UCAS and the
NCUK partner universities, but by managing the application process at
NCUK, the NCUK IFY students benefit from a fast-track application service.
Postgraduate applications are not handled through any central body, but are
all, in effect, direct applications to the universities. However, in practice, the
NCUK manages the PMP students’ applications to the partner universities.

Counselling of students is a combined effort by the local partner (for example,
CCM), the NCUK team in Manchester, and the partner (receiving) universi-
ties. All NCUK local (delivery) partners are required to provide counselling on
progression opportunities, including course selection and consideration of
future careers and employment. There are specific tutorial slots for this activi-
ty in NCUK programmes that can also be linked to ICT tasks – for example,
looking at partner university websites and employment-linked surveys. Coun-
selling is usually done by a combination of local staff and the expatriate
teachers in the centres.

For large centres, such as in China, NCUK organises a counselling mission.
The partner universities contribute to a road show where they send one or
more representatives to visit the NCUK centres in the UK or overseas to talk
to students interested in the courses they offer. Partner universities may also
make individual visits to the NCUK course centres to counsel students. Simi-
lar events are arranged for smaller centres, but not all partner universities
necessarily take part.

Marketing trips are coordinated by the NCUK student services-team, and
where they directly involve partner universities, an NCUK staff member will
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accompany the mission. In China the NCUK office in Beijing also supports
this work. NCUK central office also ensures that information, such as pros-
pectuses, is sent to local delivery centres so that students have access to
hard copy information.

Cost aspects

The course costs in NCUK delivery centres in the UK are about £ 5 900 per
academic year for both the IFY and the PMP. Students on courses in China
pay slightly less (approximately £ 4 000), but there is an additional service
fee of £ 1 500, which includes visa facilitation, bringing the total to almost the
same as that paid by students studying in the UK. The students consider this
fee relatively high, but are prepared to pay because of the academic credibili-
ty of the NCUK programmes and the placement guarantee they give. They
see the benefits of being prepared for the British higher education system,
and of getting the opportunity to improve their English skills in a protected
and supportive environment. However, some students have raised concerns
about the lack of scholarships for the IFY.

It is easier to attract students for the undergraduate foundation year, as uni-
versities often require that students take an extra year of secondary-level
teaching prior to starting their bachelors degree. It is slightly more complicat-
ed for the pre-masters programme: passing the PMP is usually not part of
the admissions criteria, and the school and network need to convince stu-
dents that the course adds value to their degree, and gives them a better
chance of doing well in their masters course.
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5 Year-1 pathways – for students who “just” miss the 
entry requirements 

What is a pathway?

‘Pathways’ are an alternative access route to university for international stu-
dents. A pathway is a programme usually offered in conjunction with, but not
necessarily by, a university to students who have applied to study for a
degree there. In contrast to the undergraduate foundation year, a pathway
combines the foundation programme – or other extra support – with the first
year curriculum of the bachelors degree. This means that students can pro-
ceed, on the successful completion of the pathway programme, directly to
the second year of their degree at the destination university.

Separate colleges typically offer the programmes, but in most cases these
colleges have close physical and other links to the receiving university. This
allows students to start integrating with the local academic community from
the start and thus helping their transition to the university after the pathway
year. During the pathway year, students are usually taught separately, in
smaller classes, by teachers who are aware of the specific needs and pro-
blems of international students. The subject studies comprise the first year
curriculum of the bachelors degree programme at the university and are
complemented by study skills sessions and in some cases by language tui-
tion (for example, academic English).

Admission to a pathway usually requires higher qualifications or grades – or
one more year of secondary schooling – than access to a foundation year. In
some cases, students may be required to complete a foundation year prior to
starting the pathway studies. Pathways are thus designed for students who
narrowly miss the direct entry requirements, not for those who do not qualify
for example, due to the lack of a foreign equivalent to the local secondary
school leaving certificate. Many of the pathways are specifically designed for
international students, but they may also accept national students who need
to improve their grades before admission.

With one exception, the pathway programmes presented in this study are for
undergraduate students and are delivered as the first stage of undergraduate
instruction (see chart on p. 58) Many postgraduate courses last only a year,
and therefore do not offer a separately taught “year-1 pathway”, which would
not be a pathway anymore, but would, de facto, be a new course altogether.
The only masters-level pathway discussed in this study is offered by the n+i
network in France for masters programmes in engineering. This pathway is
distinct for two main reasons: 1) the masters programme in engineering lasts
for two years and the pathway covers only the first semester of the first year.
Most of the course is taken together with the national students in the frame-
work of the ordinary degree programme. 2) National students aiming at an
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engineering degree go through a specific (but separate) pathway to access
the same programme76.

The purpose of pathways

Creating a pathway enables the university to admit, even if after one year,
students who would not otherwise have been accepted and who would have
likely gone elsewhere. Importantly, the university can do this without having
to lower the academic admission standards. With increased competition for
good international students, it is in the interests of universities not to lose
potential students to institutions with only slightly lower entry requirements.

Pathways are financially justified because all parties seem to benefit both
directly and indirectly: whether a business spin-off of the university (for ex-
ample, Monash College, see below) or a separate provider (for example, pri-
vate schools, like the IBT at Macquarie University ,Australia, and Simon Fraser
University, Canada), they pay the university for use of its premises, name, and
curriculum. The course provider covers its costs – and may even make a sur-
plus – from student fees. The close links benefit the course provider, as they
help it to recruit students for its pathway – by using the university’s name or
guaranteeing progression – which in turn benefits the university.

In most cases the tuition fees are slightly higher than for ordinary undergra-
duate programmes. In return there is extra support, a better student-teacher
ratio (smaller classes), and a more personalised approach than is offered in
first year degree programmes. The general idea is that for extra costs stu-
dents should get better support, and students are willing to pay more for the
extra support and opportunities offered by the programme.

The pathways are designed to give students a soft transition from school
education to university studies. As the class sizes are smaller, teachers can
give more attention to the students, their questions, and specific difficulties.
The programmes tend to be relatively intensive, as in one year – often 12
months, though fast-track options may also exist – students need to cover
the full curriculum of their chosen undergraduate degree programme in
addition to language and study skills classes. The latter elements are consi-
dered to be of crucial importance for the overall preparation of students for
successful degree studies. In some cases, thanks to the special support
and exercise in study skills, pathway students perform better than their
directly admitted peers during the second and third years of the degree pro-
gramme (when the pathway students join the degree programme at the uni-
versity).
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The investigated pathway options allow students access to university ser-
vices and facilities. This is a way to reduce costs, provided university re-
sources and facilities can accommodate the extra students, without signifi-
cantly adding to cost, or reducing the level and availability of services to
other students. The pathway programme therefore does not need to provide
all the services by itself, which would be unfeasible given the small number
of students. As the university is paid to provide services for pathway stu-
dents, the arrangement is mutually beneficial, and the supplementary inco-
me can be reinvested in making the services better for all students.

When does a pathway work? 

For the pathway option to work, the pathway provider needs to maintain
close contact with the university. For the courses to be recognised as fully
equivalent to the first year of the ordinary degree programmes, agreements
on assessment are crucial – including admissions criteria, curriculum and
examinations. In most cases the university participates in the examination
committees, decides on admission criteria together with the course provider,
and “rents” the use of the undergraduate degree curriculum to the pathway
providers to ensure full correspondence. University lecturers are often hired
to teach pathway students. It seems to be crucial, especially for the students,
that the pathway centre is located close to the university – and ideally on
campus. This helps to increase the sense of belonging to the university and
allows for access to university facilities (such as the library or IT facilities) as
well as adaptation to the local campus culture.

Pathway options typically prepare students for entry to one university, be-
cause of the curricula correspondence requirements. If in a country or a re-
gion the first year of undergraduate study is very general, or involves similar
elements across higher education institutions for the same or similar subject
area, it might be possible to create pathway courses on a wider scale – for
example, a regional or subject-specific network77. In the investigated pro-
grammes, however, students choose their university and subject area before
commencing the pathway studies, as the programme counts as the first year
of their bachelors degree. In most cases students on the pathways have
applied to the host university but narrowly missed the admissions criteria,
and consequently the pathway is offered as an alternative route. No further
guidance on the choice of course or university is therefore considered neces-
sary. In some cases, however, students change their mind halfway through
the pathway and investigate other options. This is normally possible, but
none of the pathways investigated here guarantee full recognition of the first
year in another institution, or in another subject area. The conditions for
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change are similar to those applying to students wishing to change pro-
gramme, or institution after the first year of their degree programme.

Pathways are a large-scale option, and are only financially viable for institu-
tions with a sufficiently large international student body falling into this speci-
fic user category – students not directly admissible, but not requiring an extra
year of preparation. Particularly in the initial phase, course programme offer
tends to be limited to subject areas with the largest numbers of international
applicants, such as engineering, IT, and business. Schools that cannot offer
separately taught pathway programmes could consider alternative modes of
pooling resources with the university. Students could attend some of the
same lectures as ordinary year one degree students, but have access to
extra tutorials and other support separately within the pathway programme.
(A similar delivery model is used by some foundation or pre-masters pro-
grammes. See e.g. the Leeds Met pre-masters programme in chapter 6).
This choice would undermine some of the advantages of a pathway option,
like for example small class sizes, closer, and to an extent privileged,
relationships with the lecturers, a protected environment, and linguistically
adapted teaching. However, it might be worthwhile for universities or prepa-
ratory programmes that want to offer a specific entry route to the bachelors
(different from the undergraduate foundation year), but do not have the stu-
dent numbers or financial means to do it independently. A total pooling of
resources would mean that students follow the ordinary degree programme
and have extra academic and linguistic support outside the classroom on a
voluntary basis – but this would no longer be a real pathway.

5.1 Institutional case studies

The standard pathway model is now described using the examples of
Monash College, which provides a pathway to Monash University, and the
IBT (Institute of Business and Techonology), which provides pathways to
several universities in Australia and increasingly elsewhere, including Mac-
quarie University (Australia) and Simon Fraser University (Canada). The
Simon Fraser University pathway programme is compared to the Canadian
transfer colleges, and the differences and complementary roles of the two
types of education provision are explained. Finally, a special example, the n+i
network, which offers a pathway option for international graduate students to
engineering programmes in France, is described in detail.

Monash College – university-owned company as pathway provider

Monash College is a Monash University owned company and an indepen-
dent private higher education provider. The relationship between the college
and the university is complex: the college is entirely separate from Monash
University financially and managerially but the two have close working rela-
tionships and an almost symbiotic existence. One of the purposes of the col-
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lege is to take up some of the university’s teaching load by moving to the
delivery of pathways, while maintaining the quality assurance, curricula de-
velopment and research activities at the University. Because of the particular
financial agreement between the two – explained in more detail below – the
university can free-up teaching capacity without adding any significant cost.

Monash College offers the first pathway of its kind78. It was set up in response
to the large number of applicants who just missed the admission require-
ments of Monash University and would pass on to a competitor university
with slightly lower entry requirements. Monash University then considered
how to improve such students’ chances of admission. The University already
had an undergraduate foundation programme (“year zero”), which it extend-
ed into a two-year programme, combining the foundation and the first year of
bachelors studies. This gave the students more time to prove themselves
before gaining access to the second year of the bachelors at the university.
This was further developed into a one-year (12 month) intensive programme,
combining the two elements. The programme is open to national (Australian)
students and international students: the large majority come from other
countries (90% in 2005), but in some years up to a fifth of the intake have
been permanent Australian residents. Currently the total student population
of Monash College is about 1 100.

Monash College rents teaching space from the university and courses are
delivered on the university campus. Students of Monash College have
access to the facilities of the university, which contributes to developing a
feeling of belonging to Monash University, even during the pathway year,
when they are students of Monash College. In practice, they have access to
all university facilities of the University, in addition to some extra facilities pro-
vided by the college, such as computer rooms.

As a separate higher education provider, the college requires its own accre-
ditation for its programmes, (for example, from NELTAS, the Australian natio-
nal accreditation body for English Language teaching).The faculties set
course content and a university board monitors teaching quality. Biannual
Monash experience questionnaires gather information on student satisfaction
on course provision and support. The large dataset serves to identify the
weakest areas of support and teaching so that they can be addressed.

Monash College is planning to develop preparatory courses for postgraduate
students and is investigating the possibilities of becoming a degree-awarding
institution and expanding its off-shore operations – offering preparation pro-
grammes in the students’ home countries. It also wants to further develop
electronic learning devices to provide reliable and easy to use distance edu-
cation options.
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Finances

Monash College is financially autonomous and regularly makes a surplus.
The college pays a dividend to the University from the surplus, as a dona-
tion, and invests the balance in the development of the pathway business,
such as by constructing new buildings and better facilities. The dividend is
given to the University as a symbol of their symbiotic relationship and for use
of the Monash name by the college. It is also a way for the college to re-
cognise that it is, in certain terms, the “child” of Monash University, and that
its existence is justified by the existence and cooperation of the latter.

The college pays a service fee to the university for each pathway student for
the use of university services that the college cannot provide itself, such as
undergraduate counsellors, the health care centre, the IT system, and the
timetabling system. The college also pays royalties to the faculties for the use
of their curricula. This gives the faculties a financial incentive to cooperate on
programmes in their subject areas. Being able to use the same curricula for
the pathway programme is necessary to guarantee teaching equivalence
between the pathway and first year bachelors programme at the university.
On student demand, the college now pays a fee to the university to allow
pathway students to participate in student social and sports clubs at the uni-
versity.

All pathway students, including Australian students, are full fee payers, and
pay the same amount irrespective of their country of origin.

Teaching

Monash College employs one-third of its teaching staff full-time, while the
rest are sessional teachers who in many cases teach also at the university.
The course is structured in two parts. Students with an Australian Year 11
equivalent must start with the part I of the pathways, while those with a Year
12 equivalent (the secondary school leaving certificate and usually the mini-
mum requirement for admission to undergraduate studies) may be admitted
to part 2. Students from part 1 can progress, after completion, to either the
first year of bachelors studies at Monash University, or to part II of the
pathway programme. The latter is the standard option and qualifies the stu-
dents, on completion, to progress to the second year of bachelors studies at
the university.

The pathway programme concentrates on the subjects most popular among
international applicants: the arts, art and design, engineering, and IT.

Admission and performance: from “worse” to “better”

The performance of international students in their second and third years of
study is better when they have come through the pathway than when they
have been admitted directly. They reach a higher level than directly admitted
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international students, despite starting at a lower academic or language
level. This can partly be explained by the relatively high admission criteria at
Monash University: as Monash College takes students who just failed to
meet the admission requirements for direct access, these students are still of
a high standard and are not very different to the admitted students. Pathway
students are taught in smaller groups and with significant additional support
– for example, study skills sessions and English courses – which raises their
performance during the second and third years.

Most students on the pathway want to study at Monash University but a
“natural selection” takes place during the year. Those who did not perform
well enough during the pathway year may have to continue their studies
elsewhere – in most cases at a professionally-oriented institution – while
those who performed very well may decide to apply to a more popular uni-
versity. In total about 20 percent of pathway students do not go on to study at
Monash University.

Macquarie University – local agreement with a private company

IBT and SIBT: global and local

The Sydney Institute of Business and Technology (SIBT) provides the
pathway for the Macquarie University It is part of the IBT Education Ltd.,
which has set up preparatory schools in different Australian cities, and
increasingly also in other countries. IBT started its operations in Perth in
1995 as PIBT, a private company which entered into an agreement to pro-
vide a pathway to Perth University. PIBT was replicated in many universities
of the “younger generation” in Australia, like Macquarie University, Sydney.
IBT started as a vocational education provider, but in 2003 most IBTs be-
came official higher education providers and thus subject to the regulations
of the Department of Education. In December 2004, IBT became a publicly
listed company with each of its colleges operating in partnership with a local
university.

The Sydney Institute of Business and Technology is located on the campus
of the Macquarie University. Macquarie Universities entered into an agree-
ment with SIBT in 1996 for the provision of pathway programmes into some
of its undergraduate degree programmes. SIBT provides the university with
an additional channel to recruit international students: 97 percent of SIBT
graduates stay on to study an undergraduate degree at Macquarie Universi-
ty. More than a third of SIBT students are Australian permanent residents,
but come from different ethnical backgrounds.

SIBT plans to further develop its service delivery for the university – it has no
plans of becoming a degree-awarding institution itself. The objective of the
partnership is to free the university capacities to concentrate on research,
while the SIBT generates income for that research through a diversified ser-
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vice provision. In the short term, the priorities are to improve the provision of
services that are currently available and to look into extending the pro-
gramme into other subjects.

SIBT employs its own teachers and uses teachers from Macquarie Universi-
ty. They are all approved by the university to assure a similar quality of teach-
ing. The student population has grown from the first student intake of 167 in
1997 to more than 3 000 in less than 10 years. SIBT students have full
access to all university facilities and there is little distinction between them
and the Macquarie students proper. As at Monash, this is important in
making the overall student experience a positive one, and ensuring that a
large number of them want to stay on at Macquarie after their first (pathway)
year.

Admission and performance of the pathway students

SIBT pathway students are mainly recruited by ISB agents at education fairs.
SIBT markets its programmes jointly with Macquarie University at exhibitions
and they have common strategic plans for recruitment. The Internet and ISB
Education are other gateways to reach international students.

The entry requirements are designed to match the requirements for obtain-
ing a SIBT pathway diploma. This is necessary to give all students a fair
chance of passing the pathway course and progressing to the university. If
students do not meet the SIBT-Macquarie University pathway entry require-
ments, they can start with a certificate programme, which is a pre-undergra-
duate preparatory programme. The objective of SIBT is to give every student
a chance, and to provide alternative channels for those not qualifying for
direct entry to either Macquarie University or the SIBT pathway.

If the students stay at Macquarie University after completing the pathway pro-
gramme, all first year credits are recognised and the student is guaranteed
entry directly to the second year of the bachelors programme. Admission
requirements for different bachelors programmes at Macquarie University
may vary: some accept SIBT students who have completed the pathway year
with a pass, while others require a higher grade point average. The require-
ments correspond to the progression requirements from the first to the
second year for students in the standard bachelors programme. Guaranteed
progression was seen by student interviewees as one of the main benefits of
SIBT: it allows students to save time (and thus money) by providing a foun-
dation and first year programme together in one year of study. The pro-
gramme is seen as a good stepping stone to Macquarie University.

Students can also decide to apply to other universities after the pathway, but
they have no guarantee of full recognition of the first year. In 2005, almost all
(97%) of SIBT students stayed on to complete their degree programme at
Macquarie University. A large majority, 80 percent, went on to study at the
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Division of Economic and Financial Studies (EFS), while the remaining 20
percent proceeded to IT or to the society, media and philosophy division (for
media and cultural studies). Almost 90 percent of SIBT students graduate
from Macquarie University after a further two years of study.

Students of SIBT are welcomed by a large majority of the academic staff at
the university. However, some resistance remains on the part of a minority of
academics who are generally unfavourable towards diverse access paths.
The acceptance of SIBT students depends largely on the personal views of
staff on private higher education. As the programme develops and data
shows that during their second and final years of bachelors study the (ex-)
SIBT students perform equally well as those from direct entry, trust gradually
increases. The good performance of SIBT students once they progress to
the university is taken to demonstrate that the SIBT pathway is efficient, and
that student quality at the university is not compromised by the provision of
this alternative access route.

The course: first year curriculum enriched by study skills

One of the main purposes of the pathway is to train students in the Austra-
lian education system and study methods. Most of the international students
at Macquarie University (and in Australia generally) come from Asian coun-
tries and are thus used to significantly different learning and teaching
methods and different social rules of communication between students and
teachers. The SIBT offers smaller class sizes than the university (with no
more than 40 students in a lecture and 25 in a tutorial), and thus a more per-
sonalised approach to teacher-student interaction. Students feel that the
smaller class sizes facilitates asking questions, as there is more contact with
the lecturer and more time for students to express themselves.

Students can choose between a 12-month standard pathway option and an
8-month fast-track option, depending on their academic record and English
knowledge. The standard pathway requires IELTS 5.5 score whereas the
fast-track requires IELTS 6.0. The difficulty of matching the Australian acade-
mic calendar with that of the northern hemisphere means that SIBT offers
three intakes a year, with two intakes a year from SIBT into Macquarie Uni-
versity.

The courses consist of the first year curriculum of the student’s intended pro-
gramme of study at the university, complemented by English tuition and
enculturation activities. For the subject-specific teaching, SIBT uses the
intellectual property of the university in exchange for a royalty payment.
Courses delivered at SIBT are thus exactly the same as those at the univer-
sity. This is an incentive for the university, but it also guarantees that the
teaching is equivalent to that at the university, enabling students to proceed
smoothly into the second year. Students usually need to have decided their
course of study at Macquarie University before the start of the pathway pro-
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gramme, but the specific focus within a subject area can sometimes be de-
cided later.

In addition to the course curriculum and English language tuition, SIBT orga-
nises a series of study skills seminars each semester, specifically for those
students who need them (students’ progress is monitored and those lagging
behind are invited for the sessions). Generic study skills sessions are open
for all students before exams and certain units offer supplementary help tuto-
rials, which are ongoing throughout the year and take place about weekly.
These tutorials target students considered at risk of failure, but are open for
all students. There are supplementary compulsory units for students with
specific learning gaps – for example, in maths or computing – complemented
by tutorials. SIBT students consider the development of study and examina-
tion skills as one of the main advantages of the pathway year.

Borderless provision: IBT as a pathway provider to a Canadian university 

National borders in education provision are opening up: Simon Fraser Uni-
versity (SFU) in Canada79 has started a project to set up a private prepara-
tory college with IBT Education Ltd, which provides, as explained above, pre-
paratory courses and pathways for several Australian universities. Simon
Fraser University and IBT have only recently agreed on setting up a prepara-
tory college for international students adjacent to the SFU campus. The col-
lege has been called the Fraser International College (FIC) and the first stu-
dents, about 120 in total, will start in September 2006. The expectation is
that student numbers will grow fast and potentially reach 1 000 within 5
years, and the aim is to double this figure again in the future.

Reasons for establishing a pathway with foreign provider

Recruitment of international students is expensive and is often considered
“in vain” because of lack of targeted preparation and services on the SFU
campus. Current recruitment investment and efforts yield little or no concrete
results. According to the SFU management, the international recruitment tar-
gets of the university (10% at undergraduate level) are unlikely to be reached
with the existing system. It is also hard to get good quality students who stay:
40 percent of students leave after one year of studies, the figure being even
higher for international students80. The university considers itself too depen-
dent on some geographic areas, namely the Asia-Pacific, and feels the need
to widen its scope to reach a more varied student body, and reduce the
associated risks. The aims of the new preparatory college – and the pathway
course are: 1) to contribute to a “global reach” and facilitate international stu-
dent recruitment; 2) to promote international student diversity; and 3) to
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improve student retention. Many entities share the view that the preparatory
college is a better and cheaper way to get more quality students into univer-
sity, and to retain these students.

IBT was chosen for the delivery of the pathway following visits to Australia
and some partner institutions. The SFU received positive feedback from
Macquarie University (see above) where over 90 percent of the IBT students
continue at the university, and are generally considered by the university
teaching staff as very well prepared. The IBT has similar pathway agree-
ments with higher education institutions in the UK, Kenya and Zambia and it
has set up 13 private colleges since 199481. Consequently it has a well-esta-
blished network in diverse countries – including Latin America and Africa. In
contrast, pathways of the IBT type are new to Canada, this being the first
such programme in the country. A local college in Canada, another alternati-
ve for pathway provision, would have had to start from scratch, with no com-
parable network or experience There are no legal restrictions for the esta-
blishment of the preparatory course by a foreign provider, further encourag-
ing SFU to opt for cooperation with IBT.

It has not all been smooth sailing, however, and the project has seen opposi-
tion on several fronts: the Faculty Association, the Teaching Support Staff
Union, the Student Society, and the International Students Group. The main
worries expressed related to the guaranteed transfer of IBT/FIC students into
the second year of a degree course at SFU. The reasons stated were that
while transfers from other private colleges are subject to academic control,
there are shared interests and academic resources with the IBT/FIC, which
risks compromising the academic process by admitting unqualified FIC stu-
dents to university programmes. However, the course outline at FIC will be
checked by the same SFU admissions staff who oversee transfers from com-
munity colleges. While admissions staff are responsible for the first year in-
take, faculty (academic) staff decide transfers into subsequent years. The
opposition is thus considered mainly an ideological battle, though several
controversial issues remain to be addressed to ensure smooth running and
wider acceptance of the programme and its students.

Controls and safeguards to ensure high standards

The university has agreed on two types of “safeguards” vis-à-vis the IBT pre-
paratory college: exit provisions and academic supervision.

The exit provision means that after the first five years of operation the IBT
pathway will be reviewed by the university. The contract could be terminated
early in case of non-performance, which will be measured for example in
terms of student-flows or quality of instructors.
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Academic supervision, to ensure high teaching standards, includes the
academic oversight of the FIC/IBT programmes by the SFU departments.
This concerns issues such as ensuring qualifications of teaching staff; re-
viewing course outlines, grading schemes, in-course assignments, final exam
questions, and a sample of exam answers; and approving course grades and
supporting information as submitted by the institute. SFU also specifies the
grade-point average (GPA) needed for progression to the university.

The university will be represented on the joint academic advisory commit-
tee IBT-SFU, which is to set academic policy and oversee academic quality.
The committee will be comprised of three members and a chair appointed by
SFU, and three members appointed by IBT.

The course: organisation, admission and progression

The IBT Fraser International College will offer one to two years of prepara-
tion. Students can enrol on phase I or phase II of the preparatory pro-
gramme, depending on their level of schooling and English. Each of the two
phases lasts one year: phase I is a pre-university level preparatory year, the
completion of which gives direct access to phase II (or the first year of a
bachelors programme). Phase II teaching is at the first year bachelors level,
with extra support and smaller teaching groups compared to the ordinary
bachelors programme at the university. Students can enter phase II directly if
they have more than 11 years of schooling, and/or if they have higher grades
during their high school studies. If a student’s English is not sufficient, he or
she may be required to attend an ESL (English as a Second Language)
course prior to the start of the preparatory year. Mature students (over 21
years of age) may be admitted to the programme even without meeting the
formal educational requirements, if they can show alternative training and/or
work experience.

The two phases of the programme are designed in cooperation with SFU.
The phase II courses are equivalent to courses for the SFU programmes in
the same fields – at present, business administration, computer science, and
arts and social sciences (economics). Students will be able to transfer up to
30 credits from the phase II to the degree programme and will be guaranteed
transfer to the second year of the degree when they have completed the spe-
cified courses and met the required Grade Point Average (GPA). The requir-
ed GPA for the FIC students will be the same as for students transferring
from the British Columbia community colleges (see below), or for those
already at the university and progressing from the first year to the second. In
addition to subject and English language studies, the students will also be
familiarised with Western study skills. FIC preparatory course students will
have full access to the Simon Fraser University facilities and services, includ-
ing libraries, computer laboratories, recreation facilities, on-campus accom-
modation, health services and career services.
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The course starts in September 2006 and will offer three intakes a year – in
January, May and September – similar to the SIBT pathway for Macquarie
University in Sydney. IBT will hire its own teachers for the course, particularly
people connected to SFU, which will assist in identifying them. Requirements
for teaching staff will correspond to those of local Canadian colleges.

Cost aspects – a win-win situation 

The FIC/IBT pays the SFU for every student attending the preparatory pro-
grammes: around one-third of the pathway tuition fees will go directly to SFU
as “rent” for the use of the university premises and facilities. This means that
the pathway will generate revenue for the university.

The FIC/IBT tuition fees will be comparable to international fees at local col-
leges: the two to three semesters long phase I course fees for 2006/2007 are
CND 12 000 (€ 8 200), while the three to four semesters long phase II costs
CND 14 000 (€ 9 600). The annual tuition revenue expected by IBT is about
CND 10 million (€ 6,9 million), up from initially about CND 600 000. Pay-
ments to SFU are therefore expected to be around CND 3 million (€ 2 mil-
lion) each year. The FIC/IBT will function as a recruitment tool, bringing stu-
dents into SFU who will each contribute to the university budget by around
CND 14 000 (€ 9 600) per year.

The university intends to divide its share of the FIC tuition fee into three
equal parts:

� 1/3 to the University, as payment for facilities and related services, and
increased staffing and services for all international students

� 1/3 to SFU departments, for the work they would perform in supervising
the academic operation of FIC at the course level (based on the number
of course sections supervised)

� 1/3 to double the current allocation of financial aid available for internatio-
nal students.

The FIC/IBT vs. (local) transfer colleges82:

SFU had a long tradition of close relationships with local transfer colleges
prior to the establishment of Fraser International College. Currently the SFU
international student intake consists of two-thirds transfer students and one-
third students coming directly from secondary school. The forecast for 2010, if
the FIC/IBT operations develop as expected, is that about a quarter of stu-
dents would enter directly from secondary school and about 40 percent would
come through the pathway. But this means that more than a third of the total
(about 35%) would still enter the university from local transfer colleges83.
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Good relationships will therefore need to be maintained into the future. The
expectation is that FIC/IBT and the local transfer colleges will play a com-
plimentary role in student recruitment and preparation. FIC/IBT will not be
able to offer, at least initially, teaching in all subject areas, therefore transfer
colleges remain relevant. However, the transfer colleges do not respond to all
institutional needs, such as ensuring diverse recruitment, as they tend to
recruit Asian majorities. While for the moment SFU is the only university in
Canada offering such a pathway, it is likely that many more will follow suit in
the coming years.

Transfer programmes – a pathway for national and international students

In Canada, a transfer programme is a generic name for any programme that
students begin in one institution as a step to entry into another institution,
where the programme is completed. Transfer programmes are an important
access route to Canadian universities: at the SFU, for example, most interna-
tional students enter the university through a transfer course (see above).

Transfer programmes and colleges are most common in the provinces of Bri-
tish Columbia and Alberta84. Since 1995, university colleges in British
Columbia have been able to grant undergraduate degrees independently and
many serve as both universities and vocational or technical colleges. Some
of them even award postgraduate degrees (mainly professional masters).
Some university colleges, which formerly focused on diplomas and transfer
degrees, increasingly aim to recruit students for full undergraduate degree
programmes at their own university. In these cases, transfer programmes are
only “explicitly” offered in subject areas not available at the same institution.
Other colleges, such as Langara College (below), continue to focus on offer-
ing transfer programmes.

Langara College85 – focus on transfer

Langara College, formerly part of Vancouver Community College, has been
an independent public post-secondary college since the 1990s. It is placed in
between the two main universities receiving transfer students in the region –
the University of British Columbia (UBC) and Simon Fraser University. Lan-
gara College is the largest transfer college in Canada, with 70-75 percent of
its students in transfer programmes (the remaining are on career-oriented
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84 There are 48 CEGEPs (Collèges d’enseignement général et professionnel) in Quebec. They are regulat-
ed and financed by the Quebec Ministry of Education. Quebec students aspiring to access university stu-
dies have to go through a CEGEP. It is not obligatory for international students, and while they can go to a
CEGEP to obtain entry to a Quebec university, this happens very rarely. While there are no formal
obstacles preventing international students from using CEGEPs as a pathway, a practical obstacle is
posed by a demanding language test students have to take at the end of the CEGEP. Most higher educa-
tion institutions in Canada (and in Quebec) offer their own preparatory programmes to international stu-
dents who cannot be directly admitted.

85 http://www.langara.bc.ca/international/index.html
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programmes). The college has 8 000 full-time students, with about 10 per-
cent of them international. About 200 of the international students are on
English as a Second Language or English for Academic Purposes pro-
grammes. Most students come from the Asia-Pacific region, but the college
is aiming to diversify its intake, especially to include students from South
America.

Transfer programmes are in general delivered in a 2+2 model. This means
that students take two years at the college and two years at a university, from
where they graduate with a bachelors degree. While most students transfer
after two years, some may be allowed to transfer at the end of the first year.
Students who do not reach the required grade point average for transfer after
two years may stay on for a third year to improve their grades prior to trans-
ferring to a university.

Transfer programme students choose a major, which for most international
students is business and commerce, engineering or IT. The commerce and
engineering programmes at Langara are specially designed to transfer stu-
dents to the two universities in the same city, UBC and SFU, and are also
marketed jointly with the universities. Students can also take a general arts
and science programme, which gives them a less specialised preparation. In
such cases, students are encouraged to choose an option which will be
recognised for future studies (the two years at university). They can check
the transferability of courses from different colleges to different university
degrees within British Columbia through a web-tool.

The advantages of starting bachelors studies in a college transfer programme
rather than going to university directly include the usually smaller class sizes,
lower tuition fees, and a softer transition from secondary school to university.
It is also easier to get admitted to a transfer college than directly to a universi-
ty. While universities welcome students from transfer courses, and some of
them get most of their international students through this channel, in most
cases they would prefer to have the students from the beginning. But some-
times university course advisers send students to the college, especially
when their language proficiency is not yet sufficient for the university. Another
benefit of transfer college students for the receiving university is that their
retention rate is higher than that of other students. This is advantageous be-
cause Canadian universities generally have a problem with student retention.

5.2 N+i network model – mutualisation of resources for recruitment
and preparation of engineering graduates

The French higher education system is characterised by the coexistence of
universities and the grandes écoles, the elite institutions86. The latter are very
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86 There are short cycle degree programmes, sometimes within universities, that are also selective, for exam-
ple the diplôme universitaires de technologie supérieur, DUT, or the brevet de technician supérieur, BTS.
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selective, while the former (the universities) base their admissions practices
on a principle of open access and “non-selectiveness”. Specific university
programmes at advanced levels of study can however be equally competitive
at the universities.

Most French students access the grandes écoles at second-cycle (masters)
level through a so-called concours, a major entrance examination, after two
years of equally competitive classes préparatoires in separate schools. Hard-
ly any foreign candidates take this traditional entry path. However, the majori-
ty of grandes écoles with international ambition actively recruit foreign stu-
dents. With some exceptions, these candidates already have a first university
degree and can be admitted directly into a higher level – indeed, there is no
basic level entry at the grandes écoles. Admission is competitive, however,
and engineering programmes are especially hard to get into. At the same
time, there is a shortage of engineers in France; at the national level there is
wide agreement that the recruitment of international students should concen-
trate on attracting postgraduates. There is also a legal initiative to allow gra-
duates to stay and work in France after graduation to fill skills gaps and
encourage “brain gain”. This complex situation has led to the creation of spe-
cific pathways targeting international students.

National plus international: the n+i model

The n+i is a national-level network of over 60 French engineering institutes
(grandes écoles d’ingénieur) and university engineering programmes. The
network is managed at the central level by the Agence EduFrance87 under
the auspices of the French Ministry of National Education and the French
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The main idea behind the establishment of the
network has been the “mutualisation of resources”. The member universities
and schools have pooled their resources for marketing, recruitment, orienta-
tion, financial aid, and organisation of internships for international engineer-
ing students. The purpose is to facilitate the otherwise very difficult access of
international students to engineering programmes in France. In addition, the
n+i model is based on the idea that future engineers need not only academic
preparation but the chance to gain managerial skills, too. International expe-
rience is considered as an integral part of engineering studies, and the n+i
programmes are designed to offer an international environment to the
French engineering students, too.

The benefits expressed by the visited member institutions included the
eased recruitment of international students through the n+i: access to good
candidates has been multiplied by the existence of the network. The institu-
tions get supplementary support for their own recruitment activities from
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87 The focus of Agence EduFrance’s activities is on the promotion of French higher education, the provision
of orientation and support services for foreign students before and during their stay in France, and the
coordination and export of French engineering education.
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Agence EduFrance and the national embassies. Very importantly, it would
have been impossible for most of the smaller schools to organise cultural
and linguistic adaptation for international engineering students on their own:
the mutualisation of resources was perceived as the only viable option.
Engineering schools are usually very small, with an average of 120 postgra-
duate students, and cannot organise preparation for international students
by institution (especially the smallest schools, which may have only one or
two international students each year). Consequently, the n+i programme is
also small, having prepared just over 700 students between 2000 and 2004,
and with about 360 students enrolled in n+i member institutions in France in
2005 to 2006. Students come from over 30 different countries, but presently
over half come from China. The aim is to increase student numbers from
other regions, such as Latin America and the Middle East.

The courses

International students wishing to study engineering in one of the grandes
écoles have to have a first degree in engineering, as there is no basic level
entry for international students – or national students, who study the first two
years of engineering in a separate school on the course preparatoire. The
postgraduate option offered at the grandes écoles lasts for two years and
leads to the French qualification of diplôme d’ingénieur, which is a masters
level postgraduate degree in engineering.

The n+i network offers access to two types of engineering programmes: a
one-year programme, which leads to a postgraduate certificate (not a
degree), and a two-year programme leading to a postgraduate (masters)
degree. Both programmes (one and two year options) are taught in French
by and at the 60 member universities and grandes écoles of the network. In
the two-year option, international students take the first semester, usually
from September to February, in a separate school, offering subject-specific
teaching alongside language preparation, methodology and cultural adaptati-
on. The aim of the preparatory period is to ease the adaptation of internatio-
nal students to study methods and language at French universities and to
provide students with a “soft transition”, by giving them extra support and tar-
geted teaching during the first part of their programme. Students need to
know before the start of the course how teaching is organised and what is
expected of them. The aim is also to combat any negative perceptions that
stem from different attitudes to teaching and learning. After the adaptation
period international students join their French colleagues of the same degree
programme.

As a rule, all international students recruited by the n+i network attend the
adaptation period. Exemptions are only allowed by n+i on special request, in
which case the fee for the exempted option is deducted from the total. Howe-
ver, students are warned that they should not skip parts of the programme to
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save money, as in most cases there are strong pedagogical reasons for
attending the whole programme. In most cases students take the full packa-
ge; exemptions are an exception.

The standard adaptation period for the international n+i students comprises
two parts, the mise à niveau en français (MNF) language course and the
transition semester (ST). Each of the two parts is offered at a limited number
of institutions following the network principle of pooling resources. This
means that students change school, and in most cases town, at least once
(between the transition semester and the actual course of studies), and in
most cases twice (once more between the language course and the transiti-
on semester) during their two-year degree programme.

The MNF – summer language preparation 

The mise à niveau en français (MNF) is an intensive French course which
takes place from July to September, prior to the start of the academic year,
and bears no credits towards the engineering degree. The objective of the
course is to enable students to improve their language command before the
start of term. It is offered on three sites by private language schools and in
one (Paris) jointly by two grandes écoles, the Ecole d’Ingénieurs généraliste
(EPF, Sceaux) and Ecole Spéciale des Travaux Publics, du Bâtiment et de
l’Industrie (ESTP, Paris). In normal cases (excluding the Paris based course),
both for the MNF and for the ST, the students’ study location is determined
by their discipline. IT engineering students, for example, take the MNF in
Vichy and the ST in Clermont-Ferrand.

The MNF course includes French language and culture studies, as well as
studies on the French approach to engineering and technical vocabulary. The
terminology component is new to the course and considered especially use-
ful for students from certain backgrounds, like those from China.

Students can be exempted from the MNF if they can demonstrate a good
level in French language (DELF 2). Only the recruitment service of n+i is
authorised to grant the exemption, and in this case the fee of the language
course is deducted from the overall fee. Some receiving schools consider the
MNF too short to bring up the often relatively low level of French of the stu-
dents. Instead of the eight-week course some of them consider an extension
to ten weeks or even to three months – depending on the level of the stu-
dents – as a better option.

The transition semester

The transition semester is an integrated period of adaptation and enginee-
ring studies and corresponds to the first semester of the postgraduate
degree (from September to February). The transition semester is subject-
specific and is offered by one grande école from the network for all schools
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and programmes in the same field. There are 15 transition semesters alto-
gether, preparing students for the over 60 n+i member schools and engineer-
ing programmes.

The main aim of the transition semester is to allow students to gain confidence
in French and familiarise themselves with engineering-specific terminology
and French teaching methods. Even through the MNF language course is
taken by most students prior to the ST, the latter also has a strong focus on
improvement of French language skills.

The ST is an integrated part of the two-year postgraduate course, and stu-
dents receive 30 ECTS (European Credit System) credits for it. International
students study the first semester separately from French students, in smaller,
seminar-size classes. They are taught in French, but at a slower pace suit-
able for non-native speakers. In addition, teaching staff write terminology on
black-boards, explain abbreviations, and answer questions in English if need-
ed. Students get personal help from their tutors in practical and academic
issues during this period.

Students are assessed at the end of the MNF and a comment on performance
is sent to the person in charge of each student’s ST. Similarly, at the end of
the ST the assessment of the student’s French teacher on the linguistic and
psychological capacities of the student is passed on to the receiving school.

The transition semester comprises two parts.

Part 1 lasts from September to December and is made up of 2 weeks of
cultural adaptation and 10 weeks of coursework, for a total of 240 course
hours adding up to 26 ECTS credits. This part is offered by the 15 different
transition semester providers. The course content can be divided into three
equal parts: French culture and language studies; technology in the specific
field; and engineering science relevant to the future study. Technology stu-
dies are often the strong point of international students, who in most cases
hold a four-year bachelors degree (compared to the two-year courses pre-
paratoires of the French students) and the component is thus used mainly
to learn the subject-specific terminology in French, and to practise study
skills.

To create and maintain a link to the students’ future schools, some of the
courses are delivered by video-conference, or professors of these schools
are invited to deliver guest lectures. Some of the schools invite their (future)
students for a visit during the transition semester.

Part 2 of the transition semester lasts two to six weeks (depending on the
course and examination schedule) and takes place between January and
February. Students spend this time at the school where they will earn their
degree and attend classes and laboratories with French students to familiarise
themselves with the rhythm of studies. During this period students continue
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to receive special care and attention, to give them a “soft landing” when they
join the French students for the rest of their course. Students gain four ECTS
credits for this part of the transition semester.

Students can obtain an exemption from the transition semester if they prove
a good level in French language level and good preparation for studies in
France, or if they have followed a linguistic, methodological and cultural pre-
paration in France or in their home country (see PLMC below). Only the
receiving engineering institute is accredited to authorise such exemption.
Exempted students study alongside French students from the beginning of
the academic year in September, but the overall time needed to complete the
engineering degree is the same. As the transition semester takes no extra
time and only little additional cost, students are strongly encouraged to
attend. The students interviewed cited the terminology and language adapta-
tion as the most useful part of the ST. The perceived main disadvantage was
that the ST is easy – especially compared to the level of the degree course
afterwards – and students cannot progress enough in engineering studies.
Another down-side is that there is little contact with French students during
the ST. Overall, the transition semester is considered useful linguistic prepa-
ration, but not greatly subject-relevant.

Four main critical comments – and solutions

While the programme is greatly appreciated both by the member institutions
and by international students, some critical issues have bee raised:

a) “Mutualisation” of the transition semesters leads to compromises in
the curriculum

This problem stems from the conflict between specificity and the pooling of
resources: if a transition programme is to adequately prepare students for
entry into the second term of the programme, its curriculum must correspond
closely to that of the programme at the receiving university or school. As
every school has a different approach, organising a jointly delivered first term
may be complex. The solution proposed by the network is to provide more
transition semesters with greater specialisation, with 12-24 students each.
The long-term aim, as student numbers are expected to grow, is for each
school to have its own transition semester. For the moment, mutualisation of
transition seminars is still an advantage for smaller institutions, but in some
cases bigger ones already run their own STs.

b) Housing: problems with the change of location half way through the
year 

n+i international students usually need to change location (and look for a
new flat and create new friendships and so on ) at least once, and in many
cases twice: after the language course and again after the transition se-
mester. Providing more transition semesters would help reduce this problem.
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For the moment the network offers practical support for the change of locati-
on by providing, for example, a free train ticket between the locations.

c) Poor integration with French students

The course structure with separate teaching for international students for the
first semester and as the change of school after the transition semester,
reduces integration with local students. The provision of transition semesters
separately by each school separately is seen as a way to facilitate integra-
tion. The new adaptation period (PLMC, see below) is designed so that inter-
national students start on the same courses as French students from the
beginning of the academic year.

d) Students are too protected

Students and teachers are demanding that international students follow
more courses with French students, while receiving the additional guidance
and tutoring (“répétiteur”) as required.

Many of these problems are linked to what initially seemed to be an advan-
tage and even the essence of the n+i idea: the “mutualisation” of the indivi-
dual schools’ resources so that they could jointly offer a limited number of
transition semesters. This may be part of the “natural” progression of the pro-
gramme. Student numbers were so small in the early stages, and perhaps
confidence in the model still to be built, that it would not have been possible
or attractive for individual schools to offer a transition semester by them-
selves. Now, student numbers are growing, the programme is increasingly
established and recognised, and the model of the transition semester has
been tested and widely approved. Many schools, particularly the larger ones,
with the experience and means, have started to offer their own preparatory
programmes, with “their” own students from the start.

Période d’adaptation Linguistique, Méthodologique et Culturelle (PLMC)

In response to student demands, an alternative option to the MNF and ST
standard option is being put into place. One of the aims of the new course is
to try and integrate international with French students from the start of the
first year, by offering special cultural and linguistic adaptation prior to the
start of term. Attending a PLMC will lead to automatic exemption from the
MNF and ST, but it has a different approach and is not entirely equivalent:
students on the PLMC take no engineering studies, and instead concentrate
on cultural adaptation and language acquisition. The course is delivered from
April to September and is designed to serve students whose academic
calendar does not match the French one – for example, those from the sou-
thern hemisphere who graduate in February.

The course carries no credits, and students complete the full two-years of
the degree programme with French students at the same institution. This
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means the PLMC course adds three months to the degree studies (27
instead of 24 months) compared to the combined MNF+ST option. However,
the total cost of the programme, including housing, is the same as the stan-
dard preparatory programme, in order not to “penalise” students choosing
the PLMC option. The course is still in the planning stage, but the idea is to
offer the option in some of the main “sending countries”, such as Saudi Ara-
bia and China, as well as in France. Students who take the PLMC course
abroad would also have to take the MNF and ST in France.

The PLMC and ST (+MNF) are both considered very useful options – the
most appropriate for individual students depends on their needs and acade-
mic calendars. One of the main advantages of the PLMC is the immediate
integration with the French students from the beginning of the degree pro-
gramme. The students only need to move once, and they can spend the
whole degree programme in the same school. This advantage comes at the
“cost” of three additional months; an advantage of the ST is that it is integra-
ted into the masters programme and thus adds no time to the length of stu-
dies compared to French students (with the exception of the intensive sum-
mer language course, MNF).

Solidarity based financing of the transition semester 

The transition semester courses are funded based on student numbers, and
the cost is paid by the school where the student will complete their degree
after the adaptation period. The cost of a transition semester is covered if there
is a minimum of 12 students (the maximum is set at 24 to guarantee personali-
sed tuition and support). Transition semester teaching staff receive special
remuneration from the funds received by school to run the transition programme.

Schools in one area join forces to sponsor a transition semester. This arrange-
ment is based on good will and amicable relations between schools. For
example, 30 students in one subject area would normally lead to the estab-
lishment of two transition semesters of 15 students, as the maximum number
of students for one semester is 24. If, however, out of these 30 students
school 1 keeps 20, it can offer a specific ST only for them. Schools 2,3, and 4
are smaller and altogether will get ten out of the 30 students. They can jointly
set up a second transition semester. Even if one of the courses has only ten
students and the other 20, the solidarity based funding principle means that
each of the transition semesters would get funding for 15 students.

The cost of the programme for the students is composed of 

� living costs
� tuition (inscription fee) for the degree programme: € 0-6 000
� supplementary costs for the special services of the n+i network: € 7 000

(including € 1 500 for the MNF language programme, the n+i recruitment
fee of € 1 000, and the ST and welcome programme of € 4 500.
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The maximum cost for the two year programme comes to a total of € 13 000:
€ 9 000 for the first year and € 4 000 for the second. Considering that the
real cost of the programme is € 30 000, students receive direct financial aid
from France amounting to at least € 17 000 – more than half of the real cost,
as the French government automatically subsidises all students. As a matter
of national policy, national and international students are charged equally.
Interestingly, in order to avoid misperceptions – such as students thinking
that the course is not of a high standard because it is not more expensive –
the subsidy is “marketed” to students as an automatic government grant. The
n+i -specific fees cover the n+i network operations.

Student success

There is no systematic follow-up on students after the transition semester,
but anecdotal evidence suggests that the main problem they have in the
degree programmes is with English language. For other, especially subject-
specific areas, international students have fewer problems than national stu-
dents regardless the slower progression during the transition semester. This
is because most international students already have a four-year degree –
longer than the national students, who have usually completed two years of
courses preparatoires – and often also some work experience. This permits
them to join the French students at the beginning of the second semester
without major problems.

Performance of students in the degree course depends more often on the
cultural background than on whether the student completed a transition
semester. This is partly explained by the fact that other international students
are also carefully and individually selected “sur dossier”. In general, however,
students who have been through the cultural adaptation period seem to have
fewer personal and adaptation problems during the degree programme.
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6 Preparing postgraduate students 

Several institutions and networks organise preparatory courses for postgra-
duate students, in many cases in addition to undergraduate preparatory pro-
grammes (foundation years). These courses, often called pre-masters pro-
grammes (PMP), are in most cases designed to prepare international gra-
duates for taught masters programmes. They provide universities with an
additional channel for the recruitment of good international graduate stu-
dents, and a good source of income for the college or university delivering
the preparatory programme88.

The offer of pre-masters programmes corresponds to a perceived need of
international students – especially from culturally different backgrounds – to
prepare themselves better for the usually short one or two-year masters pro-
grammes. On a short course, students cannot afford to “waste time” on a
long adaptation period, or to commit serious study-method mistakes when
every piece of course work is likely to count towards the degree assessment.
They need to be fully functional from the very first weeks of the course, and
in most cases be able to complete a piece of independent research by the
end of the programme. As the international student market becomes more
global, the variety of backgrounds of the students increases: it seems logical
to expect that some students could not perform well or achieve their full
potential in a one-year postgraduate course without any specific support
during the programme, or without extra preparation prior to its start. The pro-
grammes should aim both at improving the chances of the students doing
well in their course, and at contributing to the accessibility and attractiveness
of the masters programmes.

Many European countries have only recently started to offer a larger num-
ber of masters programmes – a consequence of the degree structure re-
form in the context of the Bologna process. The offer of courses taught in
English is concurrently on the rise. There is thus clearly a need to start
thinking about what kind of specific support mechanisms, including prepara-
tory programmes, should be offered for international postgraduate students,
and how their needs differ form those of undergraduate students. Postgra-
duate preparation is likely to expand in conjunction with the expected grow-
ing numbers of international students entering European higher education
at the postgraduate (especially taught masters) level. Several universities
visited in the context of this project said they were planning to start offering
pre-masters preparation, and those already offering such programmes want
to extend them – for example, by offering more subject areas or by introduc-
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ing alternative delivery models, especially distance learning, or shorter
summer courses.

Currently, to the knowledge of the author, there are few pre-masters pro-
grammes in continental Europe. The examples presented in this chapter
come mainly from the UK, Australia, and Canada, which have all attracted
international students at the postgraduate level for decades, and have thus
developed comprehensive tools to facilitate their access to masters pro-
grammes (an example of a Dutch preparatory programmes is included, too,
but it is not specifically designed for international students).

Conversion and up-grading: the main uses of the PMPs

The purpose of the pre-masters programmes is by and large slightly different
from that of the undergraduate preparatory programmes: students on under-
graduate preparatory programmes often need to achieve a certain qualification,
which is considered equivalent to the national school leaving certificate, to be
admitted to undergraduate studies at university level. The undergraduate
foundation years are not as a rule open to national students, who are expect-
ed to progress through the standard national secondary education. Converse-
ly, pre-masters programmes may be relevant in some cases for national stu-
dents. This is mostly the case with subject-specific pre-masters programmes,
which cater for students who need to convert from one subject area to an-
other. Another significant difference between the two is that pre-postgraduate
courses are rarely obligatory (though in some cases admission to the univer-
sity may be conditional on their completion). They are designed to give the
students a better chance with their application – especially for the more pre-
stigious and competitive institutions – and to equip them with the skills deem-
ed necessary for the successful completion of the masters programme.

The visited pre-masters programmes have two main purposes:

1. to convert from one subject area to another, when the bachelors
degree is in a field different from the desired masters programme. In
some cases national students from a different disciplinary background
also enrol on these courses;

2. to upgrade the previous qualification, either because of low achieve-
ment in the bachelors course, or because of a shorter than required
previous study period – for example, two to three year diplomas, and
in some cases three year bachelors.

An additional purpose of PMPs, often parallel to one of the previous, is to
attain and improve the language and study skills that are considered instru-
mental for the successful completion of a postgraduate degree in the receiv-
ing country.

The courses focusing mainly on study skills and language improvement, as
well as those offering a chance to upgrade a shorter than required study pe-
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riod, or a diploma, are typically designed specifically for international students
– and of these, students who have not completed a first degree in the recei-
ving country. National graduates, and foreign graduates of national universi-
ties, are expected to have gained sufficient knowledge of study methods and
exercise in the use of academic language during their undergraduate studies.
Examples of programmes exclusively for international students – and not pri-
marily designed for conversion – are the Northern Consortium UK89 PMP,
Leeds Metropolitan University PMP (UK), and the Foundation Diploma for
Postgraduate Studies (FDPS) of the School of Oriental and African Studies
(University of London). The SOAS FDPS, however, is also frequently used by
international students for conversion from one subject area to another.

The flexibility of the different options can be both the strength and the
weakness of these programmes: they may also attract formally qualified stu-
dents, with a bachelors of sufficient length in a similar study field, who want
to improve their competitive position, their language competencies, or gain
better study and research skills. There is therefore a potentially large market
for these courses, which can encompass a wide variety of international stu-
dents. But the completion of a PMP is not always a formal requirement for
admission – contrary to many undergraduate foundation years (see chapter 4).
Therefore students need to be convinced of the added value and practical
(rather than formal) necessity of the course for success in the postgraduate
programme. In other words, students need good reasons for the extra invest-
ment of time and money in the preparatory course. The main reason for stu-
dents to undertake a pre-masters programme is the need to improve lan-
guage competences; study skills gaps are often recognised (by the students)
only later, during the programme itself. One of the best “selling points” of a
PMP is the guarantee of progression to a graduate degree programme on
the satisfactory completion of the preparatory course.

As the pre-masters programmes rely substantially or entirely on fee income
for their survival, it is crucial that they attract a critical mass of students, with-
out compromising the academic suitability of students for postgraduate study
in the given country or institution. This last is necessary for the sustainability
of the programme: clearly, if a large number of preparatory programme stu-
dents fail to be admitted to a masters programme after completing a PMP, or
fail to perform during it, the PMP is likely to become less popular and its
financial sustainability will be reduced.

Delivery and organisation of courses 

The PMPs investigated in the context of this study can be classified accord-
ing to several criteria. Three main questions can be asked about the organi-
sation and purpose of PMPs:
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1. Who provides the courses and on whose behalf?

2. Where do students progress to after the PMP; i.e. where does the pro-
gramme offer a direct access path to?

3. What is taught during the PMP and what does it prepare students for? 

The first way to classify courses is in terms of provision. Courses can be de-
livered by the university itself, at one of its departments or schools, or by a
separate education institution, for example, a further education college.
Leeds Metropolitan University, SOAS, Thompson Rivers University (TRU,
Canada), and the University of Groningen (in the Netherlands) offer PMPs
themselves. Macquarie University and the Northern Consortium UK (NCUK)
deliver their courses through external providers.

The second way to classify the courses is by their link to the beneficiary
(receiving) university: some courses are designed to bring students especial-
ly to one university – or even one programme within the university, like the
Leeds Met, Macquarie University or the University of Groningen PMPs.
Others prepare students for access to several universities, either through for-
mal links or an acquired wide recognition (for example, NCUK, TRU, and
SOAS).

The third classification is by differentiating subject-specific pre-masters pro-
grammes from generic or multidisciplinary ones. In the former case, the
PMPs are designed to prepare students for a particular field of studies, or
even for a particular programme – for example, the MBA programme at TRU.
Generic PMPs, on the other hand, either include mainly study skills and lan-
guage components or offer a wide range of subject choices and thus prepare
students for a variety of study fields and programmes.

There is no clear correlation between the three classifications: externalised
or internalised delivery, one university recipient or multiple recipients, sub-
ject specific or general course content. Some of the visited institutions have
opted for internal delivery of courses preparing students for the same uni-
versity in several subject areas (for example, Leeds Metropolitan Universi-
ty). Some programmes are subject-specific but prepare for access to se-
veral universities (for example, Thompson Rivers University). Others provide
a direct access path in one subject area to one university (for example,
Macquarie University or the University of Groningen). Macquarie University
offers its preparatory courses through an external provider – the Sydney
Institute of Business and Technology, SIBT – while others have internalised
PMPs within the university, but preparing students for access to several uni-
versities (for example, courses offered by SOAS). A particular example is
provided by the Northern Consortium UK (NCUK), which organises postgra-
duate preparatory programmes through several external providers both in
the UK and in other countries, for admission primarily into its 11 founding
partner universities.
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What works? – Pros and cons of the different models

Having reviewed all the combinations between delivery models, desired out-
put (destination), and course content, it may be justified to conclude that
there is no one model that fits any given purpose. A combination of factors –
including recognition issues, relationships between universities, and between
universities and other education institutions (such as colleges), the typical
users and their needs – influence the choices of single institutions and their
networks.

Most models have pros and cons – for example, institution specific, and to an
extent subject-specific, pre-masters programmes have the advantage that
they can be made to fit the masters offered at that particular university (or in
the particular field of studies). This means that students come to the masters
course better prepared, and have a smoother and often even seamless tran-
sition from the preparation to the masters course (for example, Macquarie
University and Leeds Met). This model is more restrictive than a more gene-
ral option: students have to make their final decision on the choice of degree
and university before commencing the preparatory programme, and they
have less freedom of manoeuvre afterwards. From the institutional perspec-
tive, it is slightly harder to “sell” the course if it gives (guaranteed) access
only to one university. On the other hand, offering a seamless passage to the
masters attracts students wishing to study at that particular university (or
programme) into the programme.

Whether the course is delivered at the university or by a separate college will
have an impact on the status of the students, as well as – potentially – on the
services they have access to. Delivery by an external college, on behalf of
one or more universities (for example, NCUK, or Macquarie University/SIBT)
may work, but tight links to the future university/universities need to be creat-
ed, to ensure that students have access to sufficient facilities and have a
positive student experience. Pre-masters students may feel academic isola-
tion if they study in a college catering mostly for vocational education stu-
dents (as is the case for some of the preparatory programmes), and have no
integration with postgraduate degree students through student clubs or cam-
pus facilities. Language and cultural adaptation may also be weakened if
there is no integration with the university. Students should also have access
to appropriately qualified academic staff and university facilities (such as
extensive university libraries). It is easier to ensure that these requirements
are met if the external provider (the college) prepares students for one speci-
fic university, or has made direct agreements with a local university for
access to facilities and services that cannot be provided directly by the pre-
paratory programme.

Providing PMPs through a network enables more extensive recruitment – the
university’s own and the network’s – and new channels to reach students
that may not otherwise be reached. This may especially benefit smaller and
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less well-known institutions, which through the network may be brought into
the attention of a larger number of students. In addition, students can be bet-
ter guaranteed progression to a university when the variety of member insti-
tutions allows for the placement of students reaching different grades during
their preparatory course (see NCUK below). The disadvantage is that some-
times preparation for a large number of perhaps quite heterogeneous institu-
tions leads to an undesirably high degree of compromises regarding admis-
sion criteria or course content (see n+i network90).

Programme offer, length, and fees – main similarities and divergencies 

Although different PMPs vary both in their delivery modes, target user
groups, and subject area coverage, most of them have common elements in
their content, length, and admission and progression requirements.

A PMP designed for international students includes in most cases extensive
language preparation in the teaching language. Language preparation is an
essential element, as difficulties in comprehension and expression are cited
as some of the most frequently perceived reasons for failure during the
degree programme91. It is also instrumental for the social integration of the
students in the local study-environment.

In addition to language tuition, study and research skill components are an
important part of the preparation, and considered crucial when the students
come from culturally different backgrounds to the host institution – for ex-
ample, students from Asian countries in Australia, Canada and Europe. The
study skills and methodology components are usually delivered in the form
of special modules at the beginning of the PMP programme, and are design-
ed to support the learning-by-doing that takes place through participation in
classes, presentation of coursework, and essay writing. As part of study
skills training, the PMPs often include a practice research project or an
extensive course dissertation. The purpose of this is to familiarise students
with local research and writing methods, improve their academic writing, and
rehearse the process before their masters dissertation at the end of the post-
graduate degree. A practice dissertation is an obligatory part of the pro-
gramme at Leeds Metropolitan University, SOAS, and NCUK (in the UK).

Another characteristic of some PMPs – and a difference to most undergra-
duate preparatory programmes – is that the subject choice is highly individu-
alised to match student needs and course requirements. The purpose is to
efficiently bridge the gap between students’ previously acquired knowledge
and skills and those required for the desired masters programme, both in
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terms of study and language skills, and subject-specific knowledge. This is
the case at Leeds Met and Thompson Rivers University.

The length of postgraduate preparation varies from one semester (a mini-
mum of four months) to an academic year (ten months). An exception is the
pre-MBA programme offered at TRU, which can last up to 16 months. The
average length of PMPs is somewhat shorter than undergraduate prepara-
tion, which typically lasts for one academic or calendar year (nine to twelve
months). Some universities also offer (or are planning to offer) shorter op-
tions for students needing less extensive preparation, as well as distance
study options (see SOAS, below).

Most of the PMPs that were investigated need to be financially self-standing,
therefore the fees are often high. They tend to be at least as high as the fees
for ordinary degree programmes at the same institution. The fees of courses
described in this chapter vary from € 4 700 – 5 500 (TRU and SIBT) for one
semester, to € 8 700 – € 13 500 (NCUK and SOAS) for courses lasting one
academic year92. The preparatory course at Groningen had slightly lower
fees at € 4 500 for an academic year, but this has been raised to € 6 000 for
the 2006-7 academic year (see below).

Admission and progression

Admission to PMPs is normally conditional on the completion of a bachelors
degree (or equivalent). In some cases, however, students with a two-year
diploma can use the PMP to bring their qualification to the level required for
graduate admission. In general, the admissions criteria for PMPs are match-
ed to the admission criteria for the masters programme(s) being prepared
for. Guarantees of a smooth transition to the desired masters programme are
crucial both to attract more students for the pre-masters, and as good prac-
tice in customer care: students have made a significant investment of time
and money to attend the course and they need a fair chance of progression
to a masters. Low progression rates are not sustainable in the long term, as
the course risks losing its reputation and credibility, and thus student enrol-
ment. Especially if the PMP is not a formal requirement for admission (which
is the case for most of the courses investigated in this study), the guaranteed
progression, either with a pass or a certain grade point average), is an
important tool to show the added value of the course to the student.

Many students take advantaged of the seamless (or quasi) progression to
the university to which their course is linked, or which itself delivers the pre-
paratory course. For example, about 90 percent of the students at the Leeds
Met PMP continue at the same institution after completing the programme.
For financial and other reasons most universities have an interest in trying to
retain the PMP students to complete their masters at the university. But stu-
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dents can also apply for a programme elsewhere. In most cases, one of the
added values of the PMPs is that they are recognised by different universi-
ties without formal links to the preparatory programme.

Preparation courses or on-course support?

Pre-masters preparation should be considered as part of the wider context of
student support. The following questions might need to be addressed: to
what extent is a separate preparatory programme essential, and when does
it unnecessarily add an extra term or year and significant extra expense to
the students? Could the preparatory courses be replaced by targeted sup-
port and specific skills courses during the degree course?

There is no simple answer to these questions, as what works depends largely
on the student cohort. Students from similar cultural backgrounds, or those
used to Western study methods, might not need a specific preparatory course
or would benefit from a shorter version – for example, in the form of a summer
programme. It is clear, too, that the needs of students with an undergraduate
(bachelors) degree and those with a two-year higher education diploma are
different, while the former are likely to need less preparation, the latter may
need to complete a further year to reach the entry requirements for a post-
graduate programme. Students who need to convert from one subject area to
another may also need a longer (and separate) preparation period prior to the
start of the masters programme, to gain the required subject-specific back-
ground knowledge. Pre-masters programmes offer significant advantages to
students and universities in cases where large numbers of international stu-
dents come from culturally very different backgrounds to that of the university
(for example, Asian students in Western programmes). In these cases some
of the interlocutors at the visited institutions see a strong necessity for the
programmes, and argue in favour of making at least some pre-masters prepa-
ration obligatory for these international masters applicants.

Making the preparatory courses more targeted to the specific needs of one
student group may contribute to limiting the time needed for its completion,
and be more clearly useful for one student cohort or another. The pro-
grammes should aim for the right balance of study skills and cultural and lin-
guistic adaptation, as well as academic subject-specific knowledge depend-
ing, on the purpose of the programme. Examples of different approaches are
presented below.

Leeds Metropolitan University93 – diversified programmes and
integration with local students 

Leeds Metropolitan University offers a pre-masters programme for internatio-
nal students wanting to proceed to a masters programme at the university.
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The course is taught at the School of Languages, which is part of the Lesley
Wilson International Faculty. This faculty also delivers the undergraduate
foundation year, English language courses, and international training and
events for staff.

The Leeds Met PMP has two routes – the English route and the subject-
specific route. Each lasts for one semester, and most students only do one
of the two, as typically they already fulfil either the language requirements or
have the necessary bachelors degree. Students who do not fulfil the English-
route language requirements (IELTS 5.5) can join the General English lan-
guage course offered by the same school, and after its completion proceed
to the PMP. Students with different needs are catered for separately: they
can shorten the study time as they only need to complete the route where
they have skills gaps.

On the English route, in addition to language and research method studies,
students take one module in the future faculty, where they study together with
the local students. Students also have a module called the “Culture and Con-
text of a British University”, which aims to help them understand the UK
higher education environment, and familiarise the students with the support
and other resources available at Leeds Metropolitan University. Students need
to complete a practice research project and pass an academically focused
English language test. Postgraduate research students (MPhil or PhD) who
need to improve English and research skills can also take the English route.

In the subject route, with the exception of business, where PMP students
are taught separately, teaching is done together with British students, usually
in their final year of bachelors studies (two of the four 15-credit modules
need to be final year bachelors modules). The subject choice is determined
by the PMP director in cooperation with the course leader of the masters
programme the student wishes to take afterwards. The decision takes into
account the student’s previous study field and subjects. This leads to each
student having an individual timetable. In addition to the subject studies, the
students attend an eight-week non-assessed (but compulsory) course on
Academic English and Personal Development Planning.

Students on the pre-masters programme come mainly from China and
South-East Asia, with some also from Africa. The total number of students
varies between 30 and 50 each year. The non-EU students pay full fees
(£ 8 000 per year for 2006-7) and are not government supported. There are
few EU students, but they pay £ 2000 per year, and the university receives
government funding for them.

About 90 percent of students continue at Leeds Met after completing the pro-
gramme, and the rest generally go to other universities in the UK. Many have
a conditional offer from Leeds Met and can benefit from a seamless transi-
tion on passing the preparatory programme.
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Macquarie University – preparation for specific masters programmes
for national and international students

The Sydney Institute of Business and Technology (SIBT)94 delivers the Mac-
quarie University graduate Preliminary Programme. The programme tar-
gets both national and international students who are not fully qualified for
the Macquarie University Master of International Business (MIB) or Master of
Commerce (MCom) programmes95. In most cases, students lack previous
study in their chosen subject areas. The completion of the preliminary pro-
gramme leads to the award of graduate certificates in Business, Marketing,
and Information Systems and Technology.

Courses begin in February, June and October and usually last one semester.
Students take four units in the required subject areas prior to the beginning
of the masters programme. The units to be taken depend on previous study,
and thus the preparatory programme can also function as a conversion
course for students with a different undergraduate background. International
students, who are required to take the preliminary programme, are usually
enrolled directly for one-and-a-half years of study, and are considered post-
graduate students of Macquarie University during the whole preparatory
period. Completion of the programme requires a pass in all units and leads
to automatic progression to the masters programme. Students on the prelimi-
nary programme typically have a conditional offer from the university for the
masters – as is also the case with the Leeds Metropolitan PMP.

Thompson Rivers University96 – personalised pre-MBA programme

Thompson Rivers University (TRU), Canada, offers personalised preparation
for MBA programmes in North American universities. Similarly to Leeds Met,
each student follows an individualised study plan, the Personalised
Educational Plan (PEP). The PEP takes into account previous degree con-
tent, fluency in written and oral English, capabilities in mathematics and sta-
tistics, and achievement in courses demonstrating intellectual breadth, criti-
cal thinking, and quantitative skills. It typically includes general education in
the social sciences, sciences, mathematics and the humanities with core
pre-business courses, English language training, and preparation for the
Graduate Management Admission Test (GMAT)97. The PEP is planned and
coordinated by a personal adviser assigned to each student. The adviser
also assists the student in obtaining information about potential MBA pro-
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94 The relationship of SIBT to Macquarie University is explained in more detail above, in section 5.1.
95 Other courses at Macquarie do not have a specific preliminary programme, and students must therefore

qualify directly.
96 http://www.truworld.ca/programs/premba.htm
97 GMAT is a standardised test for determining aptitude to succeed academically in graduate business stu-
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grammes, and writes letters of reference to relevant MBA institutions to sup-
port student applications.

The course lasts for 8-16 months, and students can gain up to 30 academic
credits for it. The course includes additional English as a second language
(ESL) coursework as appropriate, and additional foundation coursework, if
needed, for students with lower degree grades or insufficient mathematics
background. The course developed as a bridging option for students with
three-year degrees aspiring to a MBA programme. It is designed for both non-
business and business graduates, and can thus work as a conversion course.

Graduation from the TRU pre-MBA requires completion of all courses in the
PEP with a grade point average of at least 2.5, but in most cases a minimum
GPA of 3.0 is required for admission to traditional MBA programmes in North
American universities. The university cannot guarantee admission to other
institutions based on completion of the pre-MBA diploma, but it is developing
partnerships to facilitate the transfer of students from TRU onto MBA pro-
grammes.

SOAS Foundation Diploma – preparing students for several institutions

The School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), one of the University of
London colleges, established a pre-masters programme, called the Founda-
tion Diploma for Postgraduate Studies (FDPS), in 1993 in response to the
perceived need for study skills training and cultural adaptation for internatio-
nal postgraduate applicants.

During the course, students take four units: Intensive English for Academic
Study, an independent Study Project – supported by weekly research
methods classes, a programme of individual English tuition and academic
supervision – and two optional subject units, which students choose accord-
ing to their academic background, interests and intended field of postgraduate
study. A variety of subject options are offered, including international rela-
tions, business studies, development studies, and international law. Students
take practice examinations at the end of the spring term and final examina-
tions in June. Students are also assessed on their performance in classes
and assignments throughout the academic year, and receive individual feed-
back on their progress at the beginning of the spring and summer terms in
addition to regular consultation with members of staff.

Preparatory English language courses are available starting in September or
October, January, April, July and August. In July and August, summer courses
combining academic subjects with English language classes are also availa-
ble. An offer of a place on the FDPS is sometimes made conditional on
attending a language preparatory course.

The course lasts for one academic year – ten months – but SOAS is plann-
ing to introduce a shorter course to start in January or March and finish in
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time for the following academic year’s intake. As an alternative to a full-time
pre-masters programme in the UK, students can also choose a distance
study option. In this option study material is made available online and stu-
dents attend a ten-week residential course at SOAS. This helps to decrease
the cost and study time for the students. However, time is not usually a big
concern for the students, as a UK masters usually lasts one year, compared
to two years in the US.

The basic admission requirement for the FDPS is a bachelors degree from a
recognised institution. In some cases, students with a three-year diploma
and substantial relevant work experience may also be considered for admis-
sion. In addition to the academic requirements, students are required to have
an intermediate level of English (IELTS 5.5 with 6.0 in Writing or the TOEFL
equivalent) before starting the course. Students who do not have this English
language qualification are required to take an IFCELS English test, which
can be taken in the students’ country of origin. All students are interviewed
before admission to the FDPS.

The course prepares international students for both taught masters degrees
and research degrees in the social sciences, business and management-
related studies, and arts and humanities. The added value of the course in
students’ subsequent applications is that it is recognised by most UK institu-
tions. While SOAS gets more FDPS “graduates” than any other institution,
more than half of the students proceed to another institution afterwards, with
although most stay within the University of London98. In fact, the SOAS could
not absorb all preparatory course students into its own masters programmes.

University of Groningen – in search of an exact match: bridging for
students from other institutions

The Faculty of Economics is one of the most internationalised faculties at the
University of Groningen (the Netherlands) and organises bridging pro-
grammes for access to both bachelors and masters programmes99. The ratio-
nale for the bridging arrangements is the same as at many other universities
in the Netherlands: the expectation is that new entrants should have an
exactly defined prior knowledge, proof of which is enrolment in a number of
relevant disciplines during the bachelors studies. Since “relevance” is inter-
preted in a rather restrictive way, students who lack certain elements of prior
knowledge have to pass an examination. The bridging offers are there to pre-
pare students for these examinations.
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98 The University of London is a federation of 20 self-governing colleges and a variety of smaller institutes,
including University College London, King’s College, Imperial College, the London School of Economics,
SOAS, the London Business School, and the Royal Veterinary College, to mention some of the main
ones. The colleges function autonomously and the degrees are awarded on a collegiate basis by the Uni-
versity of London.

99 The bachelors bridging programme is described above, in section 4.1. on institutional undergraduate pre-
paratory programmes.
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Graduates with a University of Groningen bachelors degree from the Faculty
of Economics are directly admitted to the same faculty’s masters program-
mes. The admission of the following student cohorts is based on the faculty
admissions board assessment of the applicants’ qualifications:

� graduates of a Dutch bachelors programme in the same subject area
from another university;

� holders of non-Dutch bachelors degrees in Economics, Management,
Business Administration, or a university degree programme comparable
in content, academic level and duration;

� Dutch or foreign holders of a Dutch HBO (hogescholen, vocationally and
professionally oriented institutions) bachelors degree.

The largest group of students going into the pre-masters bridging programme
are Dutch and foreign graduates with a HBO bachelors. The case is similar
at the University of Maastricht, where the large number of pre-masters pro-
grammes is seen mainly as an instrument in the national context, geared
towards bringing bachelors graduates from hogescholen up to the level of
university bachelors.

The University of Groningen pre-masters “bridge” is a one-year programme,
taught by university teaching staff, after successful completion of which stu-
dents are awarded a University of Groningen bachelors degree. The awarding
of a degree at the end of the pre-masters preparation is unique in the Nether-
lands and will be abandoned from the academic year 2006-7 onwards.

For non-EU students, the tuition fee for the pre-masters bridge was € 4 500
in 2005-6 and will increase to € 6 000 in 2007-8. The rise is to compensate,
at least in part, for the withdrawal of government subsidies for non-EU stu-
dents – a decision made recently by the Dutch government. Whether the
income from the fee increase will cover the cost of the education provided
has not been established. Determining this would be a difficult task, accord-
ing to the interlocutors, due to the complexities in establishing the related
“marginal costs”.

By many for many – the network option

The Northern Consortium UK pre-masters programme prepares students for
study at postgraduate level in one of the eleven NCUK founding partner uni-
versities. The partner universities recognise the PMP as providing “added
value” to masters course applicants and have agreed that NCUK can gua-
rantee students who successfully complete the PMP a place on a postgra-
duate degree course in their chosen subject area in one of the partner uni-
versities. The final placement of the student depends on the chosen subject
area and the grades the student has reached during the preparation.

The NCUK PMP is delivered by several partners – in the UK it is delivered by
the Chichester College (Canterbury) and the City College Manchester and it
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is also run in China, Dublin and Tokyo. The PMP has been on offer since
2002, when it started running in China, and the NCUK PMP is the first-net-
work based PMP in the UK. The course almost has a “pilot-function” and in
these early years of the programme both management and teaching staff
feel that they have good opportunities to influence developments postgra-
duate preparation.

NCUK is planning to offer a distance learning part-time option, concentrating
on research methods, for students who need less in-depth preparation and
have sufficient English and subject-specific knowledge. This option has rais-
ed considerable interest in Japan.

Admission requirements and progression options

NCUK offers two full PMPs, of six and nine months and a shorter and less
complete version of three months. In principle, all students whose English
language skills need improving enter either the six or nine-month pro-
gramme, and cannot opt for the three-month course, as does any student
who has a two or three-year diploma (instead of a bachelors degree or equi-
valent). Diploma holders need to have a significant period of work experience
to enter the PMP. Bachelors graduates normally enter the six-month pro-
gramme, unless their English language skills need significantly improving100.
Currently, two-thirds of the students at the City College Manchester (CCM)
– one of the two NCUK PMP providers in the UK – are on the nine-month
programme and one-third on the shorter six-month programme. The three-
month option was not run due to lack of student interest.

In total there are around 400 PMP students across the different colleges de-
livering the programme on behalf of NCUK. About 90 percent of them pro-
ceed to a masters programme at a UK institution. The City College Manche-
ster has increased its student numbers from eight in the first year of the pro-
gramme (2004-5) to 50 in the 2005-6 academic year. Interest in the course
sees to be growing and it is therefore likely to continue to run. The NCUK
PMP is especially popular among Chinese students. The typical student on
the PMP has a two to three year diploma and needs to upgrade it to be able
to start masters-level studies in the UK. The PMP is viewed as a way to top-
up an existing degree or diploma. Very few of the students on this pro-
gramme are European.

After students have passed an NCUK course, NCUK work with the student to
provide advice and support in settling into their chosen university. While all
students who pass the PMP are guaranteed progression to one of the found-
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ing partner universities, not all of them are necessarily admitted to their first
choice university. The admission to the masters programme is ultimately
decided by the receiving university, which can set additional limits – for
example, a certain grade in the PMP. The variety of the NCUK founding part-
ner universities – which include traditional research-intensive universities
and more professionally-oriented new universities – has the benefit that stu-
dents who might not reach the admission standards of one of the universities
can be accepted by another.

Course content: generic study skills training

Both the six and nine-month full pre-masters programmes are designed as a
mini-version of what students need to do in a masters’ programme, including
presentations, participation in classes, and the course dissertation. The diffe-
rence between the two options is only in the amount of language teaching.

The programme comprises two main parts: a core element and a subject
theme. The core elements of the course include, in all centres delivering the
programme, a Key Skills/English for Academic Purposes (EAP) module,
which is meant to help improve the reading and writing skills needed for aca-
demic study and focuses on the study skills, including the use of computers,
specifically needed for postgraduate study. Another essential part of the PMP
core element is a course on research methods. Research and writing skills
are tested at the end of the course when students complete an original dis-
sertation as practice for their masters-degree dissertation. The main reasons
students decide to take up this course are linked to the need to improve lan-
guage skills and develop dissertation writing skills. As the masters courses in
the UK are only a year long, students feel that they need to be functional
from day one, and thus be familiar with the learning and teaching methods
and course requirements and expectations before starting.

The subject themes currently available on the PMP include management,
humanities, and social studies. The courses delivered vary between different
NCUK Centres, as the smaller centres cannot offer all subject studies. The
PMP course can also be used as a conversion course for students who have
a first degree in a different discipline from their planned masters programme,
although that is not its main purpose.

During the PMP students are enrolled at the college or school that is teach-
ing the course; they are not part of any university, and many students have
not yet made the final decision on which university to proceed to for the
masters programme. This can, however, lead to some practical incon-
veniences, like isolation from the local postgraduate community or restricted
access to university facilities such as libraries. To mitigate the negative
impacts this may have – for example, of creating extra cost to the students
who need to copy or buy books the NCUK has organised online access to
suitable research databases for its PMP students.
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Part II – Services for international students

The second part of the present study is dedicated to the presentation and
analysis of services for international students during their degree or prepara-
tory programme. The following chapters classify and analyse different types
of services and approaches to their delivery and design. A wide range of
examples of innovative or interesting support for international students and
of good organisational practices is provided. This part also identifies services
deemed essential, both from the institutional and individual student perspec-
tive for achieving the main aims for student support: 1) to ensure or improve
study success and overall student experience, and 2) to increase or consoli-
date the attractiveness of the institution.

The focus remains on support for international degree students; examples of
services available to exchange students have been included only for compa-
rative purposes. Likewise, services available to all students, regardless of
nationality, have been described only if widely used by or especially relevant
for international students. The services described include information provi-
sion, language support, academic support, practical support, opportunities
for work experience and leisure activities. The main focus is on study sup-
port, including academic and language support, and each area is covered in
the relevant chapters. The different categories are not always clear-cut, and
some individual examples of services could plausibly have been included in
two or more chapters. For example, the line between academic and lan-
guage support is thin, as advising students on writing academic essays
includes both academic and language components. Similarly, the status of
some services is not clearly indicated by their name: in some cases universi-
ty counselling services play an important role in the adaptation of students to
new ways of studying and learning (and are thus related to academic sup-
port), while in others, counselling is part of the health-care-related services.
It is therefore advisable to consult all chapters in this part for a comprehen-
sive view of services offered to international students.

The first chapter in what follows gives an overview of the main motivating
factors underlying service provision for international students. The analysis is
based on findings of the site-visits and interviews with numerous institutional
actors and national level representatives in the countries included in this
study. The outline of approaches to services is followed by an analysis of the
implications of different approaches for the organisation of services within an
institution, indicating the actors involved, and ways to make service provision
more efficient, coherent, and student friendly. The remaining chapters each
concentrate on a specific service area, so that the main service areas in-
vestigated for this report are fully covered.
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7 Approaches to international student support

In many countries and institutions, support for international students has
become a self-evident “part of the package” available to students. The quality
of an institution has started to be measured not only in terms of teaching and
research (or Nobel prizes won by university staff), but also in terms of avail-
able facilities, services, and other support. However, not all institutions have
reached this level of awareness and commitment to services, and in many
cases they are still seen as an add-on, to be addressed only to the minimum
required level by the institutions themselves and often ad hoc. The range,
type and organisation of services for students in general and international
students in particular is justified and influenced by a variety of factors, relat-
ed to both the institutional policy and a number of practical considerations:
whether the institution tries to attract a large number of students from a
variety of countries, or the very best postgraduate students; whether it is a
professionally oriented college or a research intensive PhD awarding institu-
tion; whether it teaches in English or in another language; and whether it
charges tuition fees or not.

This chapter considers the main motivations underlying the provision of ser-
vices to international degree students and the implications of offering inter-
national students services exclusively or together with all the other students.
It looks into the expectations on services and their instrumental value for
other aims, such as the institution’s internationalisation. Institutional models
are difficult to construct because there are often diverse motivations for ser-
vice provision, but the chapter analyses the impact of internationalisation
strategy and targets as well as the “service mentality” in the range and orga-
nisation of student support101.

7.1 Providing specific international support?

Institutions need to take fundamental decisions regarding their approach to
services based on an evaluation of student needs, especially those of inter-
national students. The main questions institutions need to ask themselves
are: What support do students in higher education need (regardless of natio-
nality)? Do the needs of international students differ from those of national
students? Do they need special support and services compared to those
available to all students? Who should take the responsibility for their organi-
sation, and who should cover the costs so incurred?

Several assumptions can be made and all yield different overall pictures
regarding the range of services that should be provided and the best way to
organise them. The first assumption that could be made is that students do
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101 Details on the organisational structures in place for the delivery and design of services for students are
described for preparatory programmes in chapters 4, 5, and 6, and for services in chapter 8.
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need support, and that services beyond the purely administrative procedures
(such as the registrations office, or student records) are important contribu-
tors to the overall student experience and an integral component of the insti-
tution’s quality. The second point regards the specific needs of international
students. Here the situation gets slightly more complicated. It may be assum-
ed that international students have different needs to national students, as
they are likely to face – with some exceptions – problems related to cultural
differences, language difficulties, or the demands of moving from one coun-
try to another and being far away from home. The crucial point is whether the
differences are so great as to necessitate and justify particular attention; in
other words, whether there should be specific services for international stu-
dents. The following main attitudes may be identified:

1) “All students, whether national or international need a lot of support.”
2) “International students have different needs and more (urgent) needs

than national students, and thus need specific services.”102

3) “International students are not a homogeneous group: they need different
levels of support depending on their cultural background, personal ex-
perience, language abilities, etc. The same applies to national students.”

4) “International students are the same as national students and separate
services for them would only create a split university. There should be no
‘hand-holding’ for any students, national or international.”

Which of these basic attitudes underlies the approach to service provision is
again influenced by a number of factors: the institution’s competitive position
in the global higher education market, the internationalisation and recruit-
ment strategy, and available financial and other resources, among others.
Students and their relationship to the university may be perceived in signifi-
cantly different ways ranging from the perhaps extreme position – from a
European perspective – of seeing students as customers (“the customer is
king”), to considering them as recipients of state-subsidised education, and
thus not entitled to expect or ask for anything more than they are given.

The overall approach to services within an institution seems to have a strong
impact on the institution’s sensitivity towards international students, and on
the willingness to consider offering special services for them. Exceptional,
innovative, or particularly good and well-functioning services for international
students in many cases stem from a strong emphasis on services for stu-
dents in general. If there is a wide range of services available for all students,
covering issues from information provision to academic and language sup-
port, whether or not separate services are available for international students
may be relatively inconsequential to the overall opportunities and experience
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of the international student. In contrast, where no or very little (and typically
mainly administrative) support is on offer for the overall student body, inter-
national students are likely to suffer most from the lack of more extensive
support. At institutions where little structured support is available for interna-
tional students, in practice different offices deal with international students as
best they can, or if scarce services are available overall, those with more
sensitivity take up service duties beyond their “job description”. In such cases,
a coherent institutional services strategy and an organised approach to their
delivery would be likely to benefit both the students and the institution.

Students should be the main focus of support and services. The main aims
of international student support from the student perspective are: 1) to
enhance students’ overall experience and improve their academic perfor-
mance; 2) to level the disadvantages of international students vis-à-vis natio-
nal students by addressing issues where they may face additional difficulties.
This suggests that an approach that does not recognise any different needs
of international students is likely to fail in responding to their expectations
and inadequately take care of their concerns.

Interestingly, international exchange students are likely to have access to a
wider range of services than other international students, especially in coun-
tries or institutions where few specific services are offered to international
degree students. Such differentiation between international degree and
exchange students stems from the fact that the former are considered totally
on par with national degree students, and there is therefore resistance to any
specific support for them. Exchange students stay for a relatively short pe-
riod of time – ranging in most cases from one to two semesters – and need
support to get into local university life as quickly as possible. Support may
also be part of the exchange arrangements among the participating universi-
ties.

7.2 Motivating service provision – institutional perspectives

The design of services (or preparatory programmes) is dependent not only
on the perceived needs of students, but also on “what the university wants”.
One of the main aims of such support, and in some cases the initial trigger
for their development, is to improve student retention, performance, and
success rate, and to ensure on-time graduation. Various institutions have
mentioned such academic aims as the main motivation for the organisation
of student support. Improving retention and grades is functional to the institu-
tion’s attractiveness and credibility, and helping the students to complete
their degree programme with good grades and on time is seen as a duty of
the university. In addition to academic support, which as the name indicates
is designed specifically to improve student performance, other services are
considered as important contributors to this aim. The idea is that “a happy
student performs better” and suggests that institutions concerned about stu-
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dent retention (and performance) should not concentrate exclusively on aca-
demically-related support, but adopt a more holistic approach addressing all
areas of student life and experience.

Closely linked with a concern for student performance, “duty of care” is an-
other key rationale in student support. Several of the visited institutions men-
tion this as one of the main reasons for a number of their services. Internatio-
nal students may be very young in age and away from home for the first
time, and often institutional actors – lecturers, international office staff, or
others depending on the institutional organisation structure – need to act in
loco parentis for the students, taking responsibility for their well-being and
guidance. Indeed, responding to the needs of international students, even
when not study-related, is considered at least in part the responsibility of the
receiving institution. A “duty of care” is almost invariably present at the visited
institutions, especially for undergraduate students.

Financial considerations have a major impact both on internationalisation
strategy and service provision: if a university charges tuition fees to interna-
tional students, and especially if a part of these fees is directly allocated to
student support, more extensive services are likely to be provided. But if the
university charges no fees or only nominal fees, less funds may be available
for specific support structures or programmes. In some cases international
students cost the university money and thus using university resources to
provide services for them is hard to justify both at the institutional and the
national level. In these cases, international student recruitment is based on
other ideals, such as attracting the best brains (and perhaps even paying for
them), the internationalisation of the campus, and the creation of benevolent
links with different countries in the world103. The degree to which an institu-
tion competes for international students (and to an extent, has a financial
incentive to do so) influences the type and amount of support. The financial
position of an institution and the internal distribution of resources has an
impact on the organisational models adopted: to be able to offer more and
better services with sustainable costs institutions may make use of student
staff or the contribution of student associations or unions. Some examples
will be presented in the next chapter.

Hand in hand with the introduction (or raise) of fees goes an increase in the
level of expectation by the student. This is something relatively new for
several European countries where no fees have been charged until recently.
Especially at the masters level – a new entry level in several European coun-
tries as a result of their adherence to the Bologna Process – fees have slow-
ly started to become the norm rather than the exception. The more students
pay for their education, the more they expect both in terms of the quality of
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education and quality of services. Charging tuition fees, especially at institu-
tions considering themselves as competing globally for international stu-
dents, may lead to a change in the attitude towards students, who start to be
seen more as customers than recipients of (subsidised) education. Extensive
facilities and services are often an important factor taken into consideration
by students when choosing an institution, and therefore responding to those
expectations (or failure to do so) may have a significant impact on the repu-
tation and attractiveness of the institution.

Several of the motivations for the organisation of student support at the insti-
tutional level have an impact on, or make reference to, the institution’s
attractiveness for international students. This is one of the main rationales
underlying service provision at the institutional level. The attractiveness of an
institution is enhanced by better student performance and a lower drop-out
rate, a caring attitude towards young international students, responsiveness
to the perceived needs and expectations of students, and so on. A student
who is satisfied with the overall experience gained at an institution is more
likely to stay or return for further study, and to become an “ambassador” of
the institution after graduation. Provision of support may be used by institu-
tions to improve their competitive position in the higher education “market”,
which may be especially important for less well-known or small institutions,
or those who may not be able to compete solely on academic criteria. Ser-
vices may be used to attract more students – be they fee payers or “brains” –
or simply to increase the level of internationalisation of the institution by faci-
litating admission of students from a wide variety of countries.

The availability of specific services for international students may impact
positively in a variety of ways on the internationalisation of the institution.
As previously mentioned, providing for the needs of international students
may be important in attracting students from a variety of countries. Some
services have been specifically designed to encourage and reward interna-
tional activities of national and international students within institutions104.
The degree to which an institution wants to internationalise and is prepared
to take steps to ensure a varied international student body influences the
number of services for international students and the level of attention they
receive. Whether and what kind of international students the institutions tries
to attract – in terms of countries of origin or level of studies (postgraduate or
undergraduate) – has further implications on the type of services expected
or needed. For example, an institution wishing to attract mainly postgraduate
or research students may need to offer childcare facilities and housing for
families, or research skills training, while a principally undergraduate institu-
tion may have to offer extensive basic study skills guidance, or guided free-
time activities. Due to deliberate recruitment strategies or historical or geo-
graphical links, the countries of origin of international students may vary
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between institutions and countries. While it could be argued that some sup-
port is beneficial or even necessary for all students, specific international
support may be most needed in countries and institutions where internatio-
nal students tend to come from culturally significantly different backgrounds
(compared to the local). Conversely, they may be less necessary for institu-
tions whose international students come from neighbouring countries, or
who have attended a preparatory year in the same country prior to their
degree programme. In addition to an institution’s international student body,
the international awareness and cultural sensitivity of staff at all levels has an
impact on the status of international student support and on its practical
organisation.

Institutional choices on service provision may also be influenced by national
level factors. The most important are the eventual requirements or restric-
tions imposed by national legislation on international student recruitment and
support, as is the case for example in Australia and Hungary105. The national
internationalisation strategy, if there is one, may set performance bench-
marks for the institutions operating in its framework, and thus direct the insti-
tutions’ attention to certain aspects of service provision rather than others.
Other national level requirements, such as limits on institutional freedom in
determining tuition fees, may have an indirect impact on institutional policies
and practical possibilities for service provision. On the other hand, the avail-
ability of national level support may lighten the burden on institutions for the
provision of services, especially in the areas of information provision, cultural
adaptation, or language preparation106.

Service mentality

Can a general “service mentality” – that is, recognition of the importance of
student support in general, and especially for international students – be
identified and does it exist in the visited institutions? The short answer to this
question is “it depends”. Different attitudes to service provision exist in diffe-
rent countries and even more so at different institutions. Services considered
“essential” by one institution – in terms of student retention or satisfaction, or
global attractiveness – may not be on another’s agenda. Even the term “ser-
vices” has a different resonance and image in different countries.

Motivations for providing international student support are often connected
and influence each other, and there are frequently mixed motivations for the
design of support for international students. Furthermore, institutions do not
always have a thought-through services strategy, and if there is one (or even
simply a common approach to services), it is not necessarily linked to other
institutional aims and strategies, such as the internationalisation strategy.
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The status quo is often arrived at through uncoordinated individual initiative
of dedicated members of staff across the institution, and activities are not
always designed with overarching strategic aims in mind. There may be inter-
nal disagreements over the importance of services for international students
within an institution, and most typically between the international or student
services office and the university departments or faculties. Some argue that
there should be no “hand-holding” of students, whether international or natio-
nal, as getting by on their own is an integral part of their student experience,
and prepares them for life in the ”real world”. Such opinions are contested by
those believing in the importance of student support for some or all of the
above-mentioned reasons. The institutional management may be in favour of
student support as part of the institutional policy or “student oriented
approach”, but might not demonstrate that commitment in practice. Such
internal battles may make the provision of services less efficient, and more
reliant on the good will of individuals, rather than an overarching policy of the
institution. Services are sometimes seen as an “annex” or extra, not inherent-
ly part of the university’s core activities. However, as one of the interviewees
in the Netherlands suggests, rather than looking into services as separate
from the teaching and learning mission of the institution, universities should
start to see all of their operations as a service to students. An encompassing
student-mindedness, comprehensive of academic as well as other student
life aspects, leads to a change in how services are perceived by the universi-
ty management, administration, academics, and even students, and is likely
to lead to a more comprehensive approach to serving (international) stu-
dents107.
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8 The organisation of services for international students

One of the main questions that universities need to address when consider-
ing services for international students, in addition to “what” should be on
offer, is “who” should be involved in their delivery and development. In most
institutions providing services to international students, whether separately
from or together with national students, several actors are likely to be involv-
ed. The main “levels” dealing with service provision (and design) at an institu-
tion can be identified as the following:

� Central level office or offices
� Departments or faculties
� Student’ unions or associations 

In most institutions, each of these actors is involved to a greater or lesser
extent. As a result, the organisation of services provision is more or less cen-
tralised. Institutions may also form networks or take advantage of the re-
sources offered by national level organisations to make their service provi-
sion more efficient and comprehensive. These options will be discussed in
the sections of this chapter.

8.1 International students: separate provision or integration with 
locals?

One of the most important decisions having an impact on the organisation of
services within a university regards whether or not – and eventually, to what
extent – services for international students are delivered separately from
those for national students. Do international students’ needs differ from those
of national students, and should additional or tailored services be on offer for
them? The decision on whether international student support is “integrated”
or “segregated” with the support provided to the rest of the student body is
likely to have an impact on the division of labour between the various institu-
tional levels (identified above) that offer services, and within these levels: will
each department, for example, have an international student advisor, or
somebody else specifically in charge of international students, or will the
year tutor deal with all students, international and national?

The examples below indicate that the decision regarding separation or inte-
gration of international student services is correlated to the level of centrali-
sation of services. Separate services for international students are more like-
ly to be centralised, rather than delivered by the faculties or departments. At
universities where international student services are more integrated with
those for national students, individual faculties with high numbers of interna-
tional students may offer them additional and more specific decentralised
support.
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Integrated approach

The (totally) integrated approach provides international students services
together with the local students, either in one student services office or in a
series of offices involved in student support. If the institution opts for an inte-
grated approach, the specific needs of international students are typically
met either by internationally minded and informed staff at the central ser-
vices units, or at an international office108. The separate services must cover
the administrative and legal procedures specific for international students,
but would in the case of integrated services not extend beyond that. Even in
the integrated models international students are therefore likely to have
access to some purely international student-related services. All other ser-
vices would be provided together with local students. But choosing an inte-
grated model does not necessarily mean that the specific needs of interna-
tional students are disregarded: international expertise may be found in each
of the separate service units, either through a widespread awareness among
all staff of the international students’ specific challenges, or through “interna-
tional officers” in each of them. Rather than them all being placed in the cen-
tral international office, the international expertise would be spread through-
out the campus.

The University of British Columbia (UBC) and Simon Fraser University (SFU)
are two of the largest universities in Canada. UBC has several offices dealing
with international students, but the services are to a large extent integrated
with those for national students. Support both for national and international
students is delivered by several central level offices rather than being con-
centrated in a single international office. Previously at UBC international stu-
dents were taken care of separately, but the International House later ceased
to function as a single unit and its activities were integrated in different
offices throughout university. A prerequisite for the good functioning of an
integrated model is the constant training and briefing of people from different
offices, and the sharing of knowledge and good practice about serving inter-
national students. Both UBC and SFU make use of International Students
Coordinators109 who are placed in all faculties with a significant number of
international students. Their role is to liaise with the different service provi-
ders of the university, inform students about the available services, and to
guide students to the services they need. The existence of the coordinators
is essential, as they offer the students one point of contact at the faculty level
that replaces, to some extent, the role of a centralised international office.

The London-based School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) has no
separate international office, despite its relatively high international student
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108 Where student support is integrated, the international office might be mainly in charge of other internatio-
nalisation activities, such as partnerships and exchanges. This is the case of the University of British
Columbia international office, for example.

109 The tasks of the International Students Coordinators are described further in the section on departmental
support below.
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numbers (about 16-17% for undergraduate level and 40% for postgraduates).
The student services office, with seven permanent members of staff, pro-
vides basic services to all students. Other central level units, such as the
Teaching and Learning Unit (for academic support and study skills develop-
ment) and the Careers Service complement the work of the student services
office. These services are open to all students, national and international,
and very few separate services are available for the latter.

At Maastricht University (the Netherlands) there are no separate services for
international students, but they have access to all central level services. Stu-
dent Services, with 87 staff, is one of the five departments of the university’s
central administration (the others being the university library, ICT services,
accounting services and general and technical services). The office is orga-
nised into three units: the information desk, the visitors’ centre (also named
‘front office’, dealing with enquiries) and the registration office (an adminis-
trative office which deals mainly with matters related to admissions and
enrolment).

Similarly, none of the Swiss universities investigated for this study offered
specific services for international degree students110. International degree
students are seen as having the same needs as national undergraduate stu-
dents, and should be able to adapt to the university environment without
extra support. While this is also an integrated approach (there is no separa-
tion between international and national students), the different offices de-
livering support do not necessarily differentiate at all between national and
international students. Consequently, international degree students are some-
times referred back to the international office, officially in charge of only of
international exchange students, as local knowledge of internationally related
issues is not available at the different service units. While some institutions
have expressed a desire to give more structured support to international
degree students, there is also a fear that treating international students diffe-
rently could compromise their full integration with local students.

Separate services for international students

Other institutions have a separate office (an International Office) to take
charge of international student services, from commencement to completion
of studies, offering virtually all the required support “in-house”, from visa
advice to study skills workshops, psychological counselling and social activi-
ties. However, even in the most “segregated” models, international students
have full access to all services offered to national students. Often the office
in charge of international student support also deals with all or most interna-
tional issues, such as partnerships, of the university.
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110 Foreign exchange students, on the other hand, are usually provided with specific support, including hous-
ing, orientation, social events, and language support.
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Macquarie International, the international office of Macquarie University
(Australia), has about 100 staff members. They are engaged in all areas of
international student affairs, ranging from marketing and recruitment and
admissions to student support. The system for international student services
is very centralised – only one faculty (or “division”) has its own international
study adviser and international activities. The concentration of all internatio-
nal affairs in one office is considered to work well, as teams from recruitment
and admissions onwards work together and can thus share expertise more
easily. The visibility of international affairs within the institutions is increased
at the same time. Because of the size of the office and the large number of
international students (6 000 full degree students), Macquarie International
delivers a wide range of services designed specifically for international stu-
dents. These range from writing the student handbook to organising interna-
tional orientation, study skills workshops and internship placements.

Both Macquarie University and Monash University make use of International
Student Advisers (ISAs). ISAs operate within the International Office; their
task is to support students from the moment they have accepted an admis-
sions offer to when they leave after graduation. They organise social events
for international students (such as a social induction programme and trips)
and meet students who want to come and talk about practical and other pro-
blems. ISAs also monitor the progress of international students and direct
them to further support when it is needed. They also have responsibility for
meeting the national ESOS requirements for quality and extent of service
provision for international students111.

The twelve International Student Advisers of Monash University are part of
the International Student Support Unit (ISSU) staff. They are spread across
the different campuses of the university, and divide the international students
by faculty, with each ISA responsible for all international students in one
faculty. The Advisers meet regularly at the main campus with the rest of the
ISSU staff to ensure similar approaches are employed on each campus and
that activities are properly coordinated. Macquarie University has organised
the work of its ISAs slightly differently. Macquarie University has three Inter-
national Student Advisors within the MQ International. They are all placed in
the central office and divide the student by surname. This division of labour is
possible as the Macquarie University has no other campuses in Australia.

Leeds Metropolitan University has a separate International Faculty (the Les-
ley Wilson International Faculty), which differs significantly from the other
faculties of the university. It is composed of three schools, including the
School of Languages, which provides language support for both national and
international students, and it hosts the International Office of the university.
The International Office is responsible for all international activities, including
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services for international students and staff development. While it is con-
sidered advantageous to have the needs of international students taken care
of entirely by one faculty, the staff are faced with a dilemma: they believe that
if each faculty had somebody responsible for international students it would
become more easily part of everybody’s daily business and there would be
wider support available across the campus.

The Malaspina University in Canada is a small public university college of
about 11 000 students, of which 1 000 are international. It has opted for highly
centralised international education activities and services, organised around
the principle of one-stop-shopping. Their organisation of international student
services is believed to be one of the most centralised in Canada, together
with Thompson Rivers University (an institution of similar size and type).
International services at Malaspina are centralised for financial reasons: the
auditors of the universities recommended separating the international opera-
tions financially from the university to avoid that potential losses from interna-
tional activities would have repercussions on the entire institution. Internatio-
nal tuition fees do not therefore go into the general university administration
but remain with international education office. This is an exceptional case
among most universities in Canada and elsewhere. The financial indepen-
dence, and the consequent reinvestment model, has actually proved to be
an opportunity, and with centralisation is the key to the success of Malas-
pina’s international operations. The net revenue from students is reinvested
in international education and goes into international buildings, computer
and language labs, a lounge for graduate students, and grants for internatio-
nal students112, and it enables the college to provide “deluxe services”. This
has become part of the marketing strategy and a tool for the university to dif-
ferentiate itself from the big and renowned universities in the same province:
“Malaspina is not UBC or SFU, but it can be better on the services side”.

A similar structure is in place at Thompson Rivers University. In contrast, at
HEC Montreal, 85 percent of the fee revenue from international students
does not remain with the university. The provincial government regulates the
fee level113. This leads inevitably to completely different dynamics than can
be observed at Malaspina, or Thompson Rivers: the investment of institutio-
nal funds in services provision for international students is somewhat more
restricted, and extensive use is made of cooperation with the non-cost-creat-
ing student association (see below).
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112 1000 CND – from 2nd year onwards, or small grants linked to volunteer work. 100 CND from every int. stu-
dent’s fee is going into a scholarship fund, half of which goes to students in the system – the other half
will be for students from developing countries.

113 HEC Montreal is situated in the Province of Quebec, while Malaspina and TRU are in British Columbia.
The autonomy of the provinces on education policy accounts for the wide variety of approaches to higher
education in Canada.
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Pros and cons of integration and separation

Both main models have their pros and cons, and in many cases the advan-
tages of one model are the disadvantages of the other. Some benefits asso-
ciated with the separate treatment of international students include the
following: first of all, institutions argue that by offering international student
services separately, they can be made more specific and designed to suit
the needs and challenges faced by the students. Providing a wide range of
services for international students in one place can lead to a higher level of
staff specialisation. There is less need to have widespread international
awareness across the campus, or to take steps to ensure that staff in all ser-
vice-related offices are internationally minded and knowledgeable about
international students’ needs114. Concentrating all international services –
and often other international activities – in one place is thought to raise the
profile and visibility of international affairs within the university. The internatio-
nal office is seen as the logical “reference point” for international students.

It is argued that the integrated model, as the name suggests, – integrates
international students with local students, and thus helps to prevent the form-
ing of a “split university”. This is considered to be one of the most important
benefits of the integrated model. Spreading international expertise across
the campus may also raise the level of “internationalisation” of the university
and create a wider awareness and interest in international affairs. However,
this is also a prerequisite for the integrated model to work: unless real inter-
national expertise can be found in all the offices that deliver support to stu-
dents, the needs of international students may not be adequately met. At
Simon Fraser University, in British Columbia, Canada, for example, only spe-
cific services relevant to (only) international students are located at the Inter-
national Office. All other services are integrated, as far as possible, with those
offered to students as a whole. While this is the ideal, it does not always work
and – as the logical reference point for international students – the Interna-
tional Office ends up doing a lot of mediation trying to get students to the
right place. An important role of the International Office is also to train front-
line staff in the different units involved in student support (for example, the
health centre, the housing office, the library) so that they are better able to
provide for the needs of international students. The international office also
feels the need to further work on raising intercultural awareness at faculties.

To take advantage of the pros of each of the two models and overcome
some of the associated shortcomings, many institutions have taken a mix of
elements from both models. The international office may provide more than
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114 What appears here as an advantage is also one the model’s potential weaknesses: some interlocutors
pointed out that “decentralising” international student support to different units and offices within the insti-
tution could positively contribute to the international awareness of staff at all levels. The argument was
that as long as international affairs stay within one office, however large, the penetration of an “internatio-
nal mentality” and awareness of issues relating to international students would remain superficial.
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just visa support – including, for example, an international information desk,
or a targeted orientation programme, while academic and language support
may be given by units in charge of services for all students, or at the depart-
ments or faculties. One important point to note is that international students
do not necessarily need more support than local students: this depends to a
great extent on the students’ cultural background and previous experience. A
national student coming from a rural area, perhaps the first in the family to
go to university, is likely to need far more support than an international stu-
dent from a big metropolitan city, with highly educated parents. The support
needs of the latter are likely to be even less if the student comes from a cul-
turally similar background (for example, European students in Australia, or in
another European country). That said, while the needs of international stu-
dents may not be greater, they are likely to be different from those of national
students. The international student body of any institution is rarely homo-
geneous: assuming that they all have the same needs and expectations
would undermine the purpose of support.

Bringing (international) services under the same roof

Whether international student support is provided together with or separately
from national students, one or more offices may be in charge of their deli-
very. The number and type of offices depends on the extent and kind of ser-
vices that are offered. For example, a services office could be in charge of
general issues, enquiries, and guidance, (referring some enquiries to other
services), while specialist units – or even departments or student organisati-
ons in more decentralised models – may be in charge of additional support,
such as the careers service, study skills workshops, the writing centre, and
language courses. Each of these units could deliver services to all students,
international and national, or potentially a double structure could exist, sepa-
rating international from national students115. Some universities have decided
to bring all or most of these units under one “roof”. Some obvious advan-
tages of this model are that students have easier access to different ser-
vices: they have one place to go to and one point of contact. It is likely that
the awareness of both students and staff in the single service units of the
range of available services is improved. Consequently, students can be bet-
ter guided to the right person, and they are more likely to know where to go
to when they need assistance. Concentrating all service units in one place
might also facilitate the coordination between them and thus contribute to a
higher degree of efficiency and reduce the duplication of work.

At SOAS, student services were recently brought together in a single functio-
nal area, managed by the Student Services Coordinator. Previously the spe-
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115 None of the cases in this study organised their services in that way. The typical model, when any segre-
gation is present, is that some services – extensive or limited – are delivered separately for international
students.
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cialist areas were more fragmented and isolated: the change has brought
about more coherence to student services provision and raised its profile
within the university. On the other hand, it has also increased the pressure
on the academic staff for administrative duties within the departments, and
lead to a less personalised approach to students. Leiden University offers all
of its students a wide range of support services, and similarly a number of
these have been concentrated since 2001 at a single site, the Plexus Stu-
dent Centre. The idea behind the creation of the centre was to bring together
as many services and facilities as possible under one roof. The rector of the
University of Fribourg also wants to create a big centralised international
centre providing all services for international students in one place, but this is
not a current priority.

Leeds Metropolitan has began establishing focal points at each campus call-
ed Helpzones. These are a centralised ‘one-stop-shop’ where students, staff
and visitors can access information, general advice and specific queries
unrelated to their course. Faculties and schools are still responsible for
advice to students on matters relating to programmes of study. The Help-
zones are designed to accommodate the needs of all students, not only
international students, but staff are being trained to be aware of and able to
answer the questions and problems of international students and not just
national students. Each Helpzone consists of a reception and open informa-
tion point, a private interview space, and open self-access terminals where
students can access the online web portal. Where staff cannot help immedia-
tely, they will refer students to the appropriate specialist support service (e.g.
the International Faculty) and will ensure that the query is responded to.
Macquarie International, the international office of Macquarie University in
Australia, is considered to have inadequate links and coordination with the
other “pockets of support” within the university, such as the numeracy and
writing skills centre. MQ International is now lobbying for a centralised sup-
port area, to improve the cooperation between the different units providing
services. The perception is that while many places are doing a good work,
students are not always aware of them. In addition, some duplication of work
could be avoided through better coordination: currently, for example, both the
writing skills centre and Macquarie International provide similar study skills
sessions.

At Groningen University it is a part of the tasks of the International Service
Desk (ISD) to keep close contact with the faculties, and inform them about
new regulations (legal and financial) and the like. Until 2002, when the ISD
was created, the faculties covered its tasks. The creation of ISD was based
on the belief that a number of legal and administrative issues would be
more efficiently dealt with at central level and by one office. There was also
the expectation of a higher degree of professionalism: staff devoting their
full time to serving students would become more competent in student sup-
port.
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8.2 The role of decentralised support

Sharing responsibilities with faculties and departments

In most of the visited institutions, decentralised support – that is, support by
university departments and faculties – is not highly developed. This seems to
be the case especially for specific services for international students. The
preference for centralisation of international student support – either into one
international office, or several offices operating at the central level – is relat-
ed to two factors: 1) lack of (human) resources; 2) lack of sufficient interna-
tional expertise at the departments or faculties. In addition, significant econo-
mies of scale can be achieved by providing non-subject-specific support
(both for national and international students) centrally rather than decentrally.

That said, many faculties or departments provide some support, especially
where it relates to the academic performance of students. For example, the
department of International Relations and European Studies (IRES) at the
Central European University (Hungary)116 organises its own study skills
classes on quantitative methods and academic writing. While the department
therefore provides some methodological help, departmental staff redirect
students to central support on other issues when they arise. At the University
of Bern, which has not yet put in place extensive support systems for inter-
national students, especially at the central level, international masters stu-
dents get academic advice at the departmental level. Furthermore, it is a
requirement of the central management of the university that all programmes
should provide all their students with some initial support.

Not all departments or faculties within an institution provide the same level of
support to international students: faculties (or even programmes) with more
international students may feel a greater need (and willingness) to provide
special services for them. The extent of provision depends on the financial
and human resources that are available and are often the result of the dedi-
cation and interest of one or more individuals. One of the faculties of Mac-
quarie University, the Division of Economic and Financial Studies (EFS),
which has by far the largest number of international students, organises a
number of activities in addition to the services provided by the central level. It
is the only faculty that provides such extra support.

The University of British Columbia and Simon Fraser University in Canada
both make use of International Student Coordinators at some of their facul-
ties. The duties of these coordinators are similar at both institutions. To give
an example, the main task of the International Student Coordinator at the
Faculty of Business Administration at Simon Fraser University (the faculty
with most international students at the university) is to facilitate the integra-
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116 The Central European University is based in Budapest, Hungary, but the education is modelled on Ameri-
can graduate schools. All teaching is in English and only postgraduate programmes are available. Most of
the institution’s students are international.
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tion of international undergraduate students in the SFU community by ser-
ving as a mentor, advising on student-affairs-related activities and opportuni-
ties, promote international student involvement in student organisations,
clubs and social events, and help them build relationships with domestic stu-
dents, academic staff, and alumni. Their principal role is thus to offer a link
between the international students in the faculty and all the available ser-
vices and opportunities across the university. It is thought that student in-
volvement in activities could broaden their focus and provide them with the
opportunity to mature and develop attributes such as leadership capabilities
and global awareness. The focus is on enhancing student experiences
beyond academia. The International Student Coordinator serves only inter-
national undergraduate students and liaises with SFU International, student
affairs, and business career services to implement programmes and projects
designed to enhance the experiences of international students.

The sharing of responsibilities between the central level and the faculties is
not always clear and there is often a lot of overlap due to inadequate infor-
mation sharing and coordination of activities. It seems that in most cases the
service provision role of the decentralised units is a complementary one,
focusing on additional rather than indispensable services, the latter being
typically offered by the central level117.

Preparatory programmes: providing in-session support

At institutions which organise their own university preparatory programmes,
the same units are also in charge of in-sessional language or study skills sup-
port for international students. The unit responsible for such support is in some
cases a university department (SOAS, UK or Lausanne University, Switzer-
land), a faculty (Leeds Metropolitan University), or a separate course provider
linked to (and in this case owned by) the university (Monash International as
part of Monash University, Australia). The principle is that units offering pre-
sessional language or academic (and study skills) preparation to international
students have the expertise also to offer in-session support for the same stu-
dent categories. Examples of the delivery of language and study skills support
through such specialised units are given in the relevant sections below118.

Contribution of student organisations

Student associations and students unions have an important complementary
role to play in the provision of services in several countries and their institu-
tions. “Essential services”, especially those related to the legal status of stu-
dents (visas and residence permits), are delivered by a unit within the univer-
sity administration, while in many cases “additional services”, related to
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117 What services are considered as “essential” may very to a great degree between countries and institu-
tions.

118 See sections 10.1 and 11.1. The preparatory programmes are themselves described in chapters 4, 5 and 6.
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areas such as personal development and social and cultural activities, are
provided by student organisations. The level of service provision by student
unions depends on how “essential services” and “additional services” are
defined, which is influenced by national and institutional circumstances.

In countries where institutions generally have a prominent role in service
delivery, student organisations provide additional support, but do not cover
essential services. This is the case for many institutions in the UK, Australia,
and the Netherlands. Conversely, in countries where university administra-
tions traditionally provide less “extra” support to students, the role of student
organisations is more important in organising, for example, orientation pro-
grammes, buddy systems119, study skills workshops, and social events – ser-
vices considered “essential” in some other institutions. This is the case at the
institutions visited for this study in Switzerland, to an extent those in
Hungary120, and some Canadian institutions.

HEC Montréal, Canada, has extensive formalised cooperation between the
central administration and the local students’ union. The international office is
in charge of “basic services” such as orientation, migration issues, and coun-
selling. All other services, including the “buddy programmes”, an internatio-
nal journal, and international events, are organised by the student associati-
on. It is thus an important actor in the overall organisation of service provi-
sion and cooperates closely with the International Office. The association is a
student initiative, run by student volunteers and self-financed, partially
through sponsors. The association can also apply to the HEC for sponsor-
ship, but the contribution has to be project-based.

At several other institutions, such as Langara College in Canada and at UK
and Swiss universities the, student unions offer a number of services includ-
ing advocacy, special events, and international clubs, and most of them have
an international officer in charge of the specific issues affecting international
students. The “Alma Mater Society” (AMS) at the University of British Colum-
bia (UBC), for example, provides a range of general services and is involved
in the preparation and execution of orientation programmes, tutoring, volun-
teering connections, lifestyle courses, and others. A portion of the tuition fee
goes to the AMS for providing student services. At the University of Gronin-
gen, the student association prepares and delivers the one week long induc-
tion programme for new international students.
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119 Buddy systems are organised at various universities. They vary slightly in form, but the main idea is to
team new students up with second or higher year students. International students may be teamed up
either with other international students or local students, depending on the objective of the buddy pro-
gramme. Buddies can work on a paid or voluntary basis and are meant to help new students to integrate
into and adapt to university life. See more on buddy programmes in section 9.3.

120 Conversely, at the Budapest-based Central European University (CEU) the principal role of the Student
Council is to represent students in the different institutional committees, and to further student interests. It
is not involved in organising events or providing services, as there is no great need for their involvement:
the services offered by the university’s student services office is considered to be sufficient.
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What works?

From the student’s point of view it does not necessarily matter whether the
services are integrated or not, or whether they are delivered by the central,
department, or faculty level, or by a students union (or similar). What is
important is that a sufficient level of services are provided, attention is given
to the particular needs of international students, action is taken to facilitate
integration with local students, information about availability of services is
clear, and staff can refer students to the appropriate services at all levels. It
is important to ensure that students are not sent from one place to another in
search of somebody who can help: flexibility should be built into the system,
so that basic guidance can be offered to international students at all levels.
Centralising services under one roof (for those delivered at the central ad-
ministrative level) may help students orient themselves in the sometimes real
“jungle” of services.

There are several factors that determine whether an institution opts for an
integrated or segregated model, including the level of internationalisation of
the university, the number and type of international students, and financial
issues. However, it is almost impossible to make reliable correlations between
these items and the chosen organisational model121. The high proportion of
international students may justify two opposite models: Macquarie University,
with about 20 percent international undergraduate students, has set up a
large international office (Macquarie International), which offers a large
range of targeted services for international students. SOAS, on the other
hand, with an almost as high percentage of international undergraduates,
has no international office. The mindset is rather that “everything is (or
should be) international”. Similarly, several larger universities, like SFU and
UBC in Canada, seem to prefer an integrated approach, providing most ser-
vices for international students together with those for national students.
However, as seen above, Macquarie University, which deals with comparable
overall student numbers, has chosen to separately provide a wide range of
services for its international students. Therefore, no correlation can be safely
made between an institution’s size and it’s service delivery model, either.
What seems to matter most in making a system work is to match the organi-
sational model with the institutional resources and preferences, making use
of already existing units. With adequate coordination and communication
between service units each of the models, and the different options between
the extremes, may be equally functional.

8.3 Additional tools and instruments

Several universities have created a number of tools to improve the organisation,
range and use of services, both for the students’ and the institution’s benefit.
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thought through choice, but rather situations that “have come about”.
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Improving coordination between service units

To better coordinate the activities of different service providers within a uni-
versity, and to make sure a coherent approach is adopted across the institu-
tion, several universities have created networks of service units, or in some
cases committees in charge of service development. Service unit networks
exist at the University of Leeds, where the international student office is part
of a network of advisory services, which have divided different aspects of
support between themselves. The International Student Office is a part of the
student support committee, in which all services are represented, and which
is in charge of their development. At Monash University, the International
Student Support Unit (ISSU) belongs to a network with other university ser-
vices (including faculty support systems). SOAS has a student services com-
mittee, composed of the Learning and Teaching Unit, and students services
and international recruitment, the latter of which is principally in charge of the
development of services both for national and international students (at
SOAS, very few separate services are available for international students). At
Leeds University, the international recruitment and admissions offices are
also part of the same team as the international student office, though their
operations are largely independent: the offices work together in the interna-
tional strategy group and have developed tools for mutual informing. The
Macquarie University student services development committee meets 4 times
a year, mostly for information exchange rather than policy planning. The
development of international support is up to Macquarie International (the
university’s international office), and the decision can be taken by the Pro-
Vice-Chancellor, based at Macquarie International.

Some institutions expressed a difficulty in coordinating activities with the
departments or faculties. This was the case with the Central European Uni-
versity as well as the University of Groningen. At the University of Fribourg
there is no formal link between the international relations office and the facul-
ties, but there is a committee for international relations with members from
each faculty (as well as the student association), where issues can be dis-
cussed and ideas passed on to the decentralised level very directly and fast.

Improving efficiency and saving resources

Coordination of work between units involved in service provision is crucial in
reducing the duplication of work and to be able to provide services more effi-
ciently. Solutions have also been put in place by some institutions to cut
down staff time spent on the most time-consuming services.

Use of online tools and specialised services 

Monash University has centralised all its international student enquiries. Fol-
lowing an internal service agreement, the International Student Services Unit
(ISSU) deals with all international student enquiries. This model has been in
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place for three years and is considered by all parties an efficient way to
manage enquiries: it contributes to freeing resources of, for example, the
fees or admissions office for their specific tasks and concentrates information
expertise in one place, with specialised customer service staff. In practice, if
a student calls the fees office, the call is automatically redirected to the ISSU
centralised enquiries. The good functioning of the system relies on highly
developed, extensive and easy to use information databases.

The number of e-mail enquiries from students has been reduced to almost
zero by the setting up of a carefully built search engine, “ask.monash”, in
their “my.monash” online. The search engine is sensitive to different ways of
asking the same question and has a 90 percent hit on the appropriate
answer. Development of the system was a significant investment for the uni-
versity, but it has reduced staff time used for answering e-mail enquiries, and
importantly, it serves students well, and in the form they seem to prefer.
While this system is in place for all general student enquiries, it will be further
developed so as to answer specific questions regarding international stu-
dents, too. Several other universities in this study are developing and improv-
ing their online sources of information by making them more user friendly,
more comprehensive, and in some cases available in several languages.
Other support, such as language and study skills training, is also being
made increasingly available online. This is considered especially relevant for
multi-campus universities, or for those with off-shore operations, as it may
not be possible to make all support available in a physical form.

Pooling resources beyond the institution

Another way to save some of the often far too scarce resources is too pool
them with other institutions. Several small specialist colleges and schools of
the University of London122 have created, in 2004, the Bloomsbury Consor-
tium, which is looking into how the costs of service provision could be reduc-
ed through cooperation. The consortium is divided in different groups accord-
ing to interests, and includes a postgraduate skills group and a recently esta-
blished group on student support. These voluntary groups meet monthly to
share good practice and start collaborative projects for the improved provi-
sion of support, facilities, and learning opportunities for the member institu-
tions’ students.

The Northern Consortium UK (NCUK), made up of 11 universities placed in
the North of England, offers information and university application related
support for its international students. This model is described in detail in sec-
tion 4.3. Similarly, the network of French engineering schools and pro-
grammes, the n+i, is an example of a collaborative effort to provide more and
better services for international students at a lower cost, both in terms of
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money and human resources, for its member institutions. Services include
information provision, orientation and welcome programme, and student gui-
dance and preparation. The model is described in detail in section 5.2. The
offer of support by a network may ease the pressure on the single institu-
tions, but it does not make support at the university obsolete: jointly offered
support is related mostly to information and orientation activities, and thus
covers only one part of the period of study of degree students.

Institutions may want to draw on the resources of several national level orga-
nisations that exist in all of the countries included in this study. The national
level organisations, such as the British Council (UK) and the Tempus Public
Foundation (Hungary), often prepare and deliver information material on
living in the destination country, on areas such as legal procedures, culture
and habits, safety, and the living costs. When appropriate, institutions can
use these information materials instead of, or in addition to, creating their own.

Use of student helpers and volunteer – saving costs and offering opportunities

A further tool to save some of an institution’s (or its operating units’) financial
resources is to employ temporary student staff to help with international stu-
dent support, or to train and use international (and local) student volunteers,
for example, in mentoring or buddy programmes.

At Leeds University, during the busiest period around the start of the acade-
mic year, a 50-person welcome team, composed of former and current inter-
national and local students, fortifies the international office. These students
are trained to be informed about and refer new students to different services,
carry out safety briefings, and organise social events for the new internatio-
nal students. Their work also feeds into the international orientation pro-
gramme. Some of them are trained as specific accommodation assistants,
who help international students find private accommodation and give advice
on other housing-related issues. Most of the 50 student helpers are employ-
ed for a period of about three weeks, while the accommodation assistants
are employed for 5-6 weeks.

Macquarie University uses student mentors (or “buddies”) to help the orienta-
tion and integration of new students into the university environment. Macqua-
rie International pays the student mentors who are specifically tasked with
taking care of new international students. The Macquarie University Transi-
tion Programme (open for all students), in contrast, uses unpaid volunteers
to assist all new students during the orientation period and if necessary
throughout the year. Similar use of student mentors is made at several Cana-
dian universities, such as at Malaspina, HEC Montreal and UBC, which pro-
vides new international students with the e-mail contacts of current students
prior to their arrival123.
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Students may also be employed or may volunteer to give additional acade-
mic support. A good example is the Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) programme
created at Macquarie University for its undergraduate programme in account-
ing (which has more international students than any other programme at the
university). Trained student facilitators hold training and examination practice
workshops for students wishing to further their preparations for the module
exams. Similarly, the Learning and Teaching Unit at SOAS employs advanc-
ed graduate students for one-to-one tutoring or workshops for younger stu-
dents. These examples, as well as their main benefits, are described in sec-
tion 11.1.4.

The use of student helpers or volunteers is advantageous not only financial-
ly: new students are often interested in (and sometimes more comfortable)
asking current students for advice, rather than, for example, staff at the inter-
national office. Several interlocutors said that students are more likely to
listen to other students than to than to staff. In connection to academic or
learning-related support, students from Asian countries, in particular, seem
to find it easier to ask questions to other students than to lecturers or other
staff members.

While using (paid) student workers or (unpaid) volunteers can be advan-
tageous to the institution financially and in other ways, it is also of benefit to
the students who volunteer or are employed. Most international student
struggle to obtain permits to work outside the university, or to take up paid
work at all, because of visa and other regulations. Gaining work experience
in an international environment is valuable for students and provides a useful
service for the institutions.

Improving the information on and use of the available services

For students to use the services offered they need to be aware of them,
therefore information dissemination is important. Consequently, service pro-
viders have adopted simple information tools to make their services better
known. For example, most of the orientation programmes, which are held at
the beginning of the academic year, include presentations by the different
service units124. Information on available services is also often included in
student handbooks (which are often made available prior to arrival), and on
institutional websites. Special events – social as well as skills-related – are
advertised through e-mail alerts. For example, the Leeds University interna-
tional office has created a mailing list of all international students. In addition
to being an important tool for advertising various events, it is a way to remind
students of the existence of the international office and its services.

Several service providers have improved their communication with one an-
other so that they are better informed about each other’s activities (see, for
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example, the service networks and committees above). A result of improved
mutual awareness is that many units advertise one another’s services in their
own offices or events. Having all services under one roof, whether for inter-
national students or all students, can further improve their visibility, especially
of the less well-known services. Students may take the initiative and join a
study skills workshop, for example, if they see it taking place next-door to the
residence permit office they are visiting.

Langara College (Canada) started a new programme at the beginning of
2006 called Langara Plus. This programme is based on existing services and
is open to international students in college transfer programmes125. Its pur-
pose is to offer students a framework to make the most of available services
at the college and to develop their skills. Students get a “passport” in which
their extra-curricular activities, such as social events and skills workshops,
are registered. It gives students a chance to prove their attitude and skills to
the university they want to transfer to, and improves the familiarity with and
use of the available services.
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125 Transfer programmes are widely used in Canada (see the Canada country overview). In transfer pro-
grammes, both national and international students typically complete the first two years of study at a uni-
versity college and transfer to a university for the remaining two years.
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9 Information and orientation

One of the most important and essential services for international students
regards information provision both prior to and during their studies. For legal
and other reasons (international) students have a right to basic information
on immigration and visa regulations and procedures, admission require-
ments, tuition fees and other costs, term dates and examination schedules,
rules related to course assessment, and other issues. Information on these
areas is in many cases supplemented with information on the university and
campus and the destination city and country, ranging from climate, politics,
and local customs, to study tips and work opportunities. In some cases, infor-
mation is considered not only the most important, but the only specific ser-
vice needed by international students that is not already offered to national
students. Information provision for international students is especially crucial
immediately before and after their arrival at the university, but it continues to
be relevant throughout the entire course of study.

Information is delivered through a number of media, including the internet, 
e-mails, and hard copies of guidebooks and leaflets, as well as information
sessions either in the students’ home country (prior to departure) or at the
future institution, most typically during an orientation programme. Different
units within an institution may also provide information: the responsibilities
may be shared, for example, by the international office, student services
office, and a central information desk, and departments and faculties have a
duty to inform students about the programme or faculty specific dates, rules,
and requirements.

In addition to information provided and prepared by the institutions, several
national level organisations in the countries visited produce information
material especially designed for international students. For example, many
countries have created, through more or less independent national level
agencies, websites with comprehensive information on studying and living
in the given country. Such information is generic, as it concentrates on
issues common to all higher education institutions, and is usually intended
to promote the country’s higher education abroad. Issues covered include
general information on the destination country (climate, habits, language,
culture, and cost of living), information on the country’s higher education
system (such as guidelines on equivalency of foreign diplomas, admission
requirements – if national ones apply – tuition fees, and different higher
education institutions), and other issues such as visa requirements and
safety. Information provided by national organisations can be an important
addition tool, both for students and universities, especially for pre-arrival
information. Some national level organisations are described in the country
overviews and in Chapter 8 on organisation of services for international
students.
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In most cases a lot of information is readily available in different formats. It is
good that students get information from different sources and in different for-
mats – national level, institutional central level, international office, depart-
ments, the student union – as this means that they are more likely to receive
all the necessary information. But precautions must be taken to ensure the
coherency and accuracy of information and that all important areas are
covered. While students are naturally expected to master the teaching lan-
guage (though not necessarily the local one), some issues related to and
using specific terminology may be difficult to understand. Institutions there-
fore need to ensure that information is effectively communicated – in clear,
coherent and simple language.

9.1 Keeping students informed – when to give what?

Students are often faced with an information overflow, especially during the
first weeks of the programme, so information needs to be timely. Students
need different information at different moments during the course of study.
While students are likely to need information on migration regulations, on
“what to pack”, and on local costs of living before leaving their home country,
information on examination rules, to mention but one item, is more likely to
be useful at a later stage. Distributing information in “bite-size” portions may
help students survive the initial weeks, without being overwhelmed by details
that may not be relevant at the start.

Preparing for departure: pre-arrival information

Many institutions provide substantial information packages when a student
accepts their admissions offer (or when this offer is made). Information is
typically either sent by the international office, such as at the University of
Fribourg (Switzerland), or the student services office, as in the case of the
Central European University (Hungary). Admissions offices, whether within
the international office or not, may be in charge of pre-arrival information,
especially in cases where this is sent out at the same time as the offer is
made. In some cases, individual departments or even programmes send pre-
arrival information – for example, in the form of recommended background
reading, or a list of optional programmes – to their students. This is, however,
not usually specifically for international students.

The main object of pre-arrival information is to prepare students better for
leaving their country and starting university studies in another. Such prepara-
tion – and consequently the information – may cover several areas, and will
in most cases consist minimally of practical and legal issues, such as visa
and residence permit requirements, and on how and when students can best
arrive at the host institution, procedures for the payment of tuition fees, and
possible housing arrangements. Other information included in pre-arrival
information may include tips on what to pack, and information on climate,
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local habits, and the availability of foreign goods in the destination city or
country, on what will happen during the first weeks at the university, and
even on how to prepare psychologically for leaving home and being emerged
in a culturally different environment.

A further objective of pre-arrival information is to keep the student’s interest
in the university alive, especially when it is sent prior to the final acceptance
of an offer by the student. For example, the Leeds University recruitment
office sends prospective students the “International life in Leeds” magazine,
which contains interviews of current international students. The magazine
has the double objective of keeping students interested in Leeds University,
and giving information on what it means to be an international student in the
UK.

Pre-arrival information is delivered through different means, including paper
and online or electronic departure guides. The latter are becoming ever more
widely used: it is cheaper and faster to send an e-mail rather than paper
documentation, and it is also easier to keep the information updated (especi-
ally if online). Most universities send electronic material: HEC Montréal is
abandoning the use of their printed pre-arrival guide and replacing it entirely
with the existing electronic version. In addition to e-mailed material, all of the
visited institutions have extensive information available on the internet. None
of them rely entirely on printed material.

In addition to pre-arrival guides, whether electronic or printed, Monash Uni-
versity organises special in-country pre-departure information sessions
in the “sending countries” (such as China). Asian students are perceived as
needing more extensive preparation and support than international students
from elsewhere, and the purpose of the pre-arrival information sessions is to
ensure that sufficient attention is given to these students. The information
sessions have in some cases been made quasi obligatory: students receive
a formal invitation with the date in which they are expected to attend the pre-
departure orientation. The sessions are held about four weeks before the
students are expected to arrive in Australia. Only students who have accept-
ed an admissions offer are allowed to participate: the sessions thus have no
recruitment objective.

The University of British Columbia (UBC) in Vancouver has created a special
pre-arrival information tool, the UBC ReachOut programme126. The pro-
gramme is designed to assist admitted students with questions and con-
cerns, prior to their arrival at UBC, via e-mail communication with current
students at UBC. The ReachOut leaders are current UBC students who have
been trained and are ready to share their perspectives about student life,
Vancouver and Canadian culture with international students. They come from
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different faculties and programmes, with some of them speaking more than
one language, and they all have a diverse range of interests and back-
grounds. Their name, e-mail address and a welcome message are published
online, and prospective students can choose the one best corresponding to
their needs and interests (for example, from the same country of origin or the
same (future) department). The website has also a list of suggested ques-
tions to ask, most of which are related to student life. This tool has an impor-
tant role in making the prospective students feel part of the university, and in
facilitating cultural adaptation.

The first weeks: further information material and special events

The first weeks after arrival at the new university are the most important in
many respects, not least for the amount of information that needs to be pass-
ed on by the institution and its various operating units, and absorbed by the
new students. On-arrival information is delivered in widely similar ways to
pre-arrival information: online resources, electronic newsletters and informa-
tion leaflets, as well as paper-based guides maintain their central role. The
information is likely to be more comprehensive than in the pre-arrival package
and include a wider range of issues: social aspects (for example, free-time
activities and recommended restaurants or canteens, practical issues related
to getting in and around the campus (maps, a list of available services and
facilities with their opening hours, and public transport), and many others
such as safety, university regulations, and examination dates. The informa-
tion material is designed to be conserved by the students throughout the
academic year and to be used as a first reference for a number of questions
and issues. Macquarie University (as well as the connected Sydney Institute
of Business and Technology, SIBT) prepares an international student diary
each year. The diary collates all information that is considered important for
international students throughout the year, and highlights – in the diary sec-
tion – important term dates and special events. It is meant to provide interna-
tional students with all the information they are likely to need throughout the
year on the university, its policy, dates, and exam conditions, as well as on
living in Sydney, visa regulations, safety, health, and social activities. It
should be noted, however, that the experience of many institutions indicates
that students often prefer to go back to the source of information – for
example, the international office – if they have questions during the year,
than to go back to their student guidebook, which they have received in their
welcome package.

A programme for the first week or two at the institution is normally included in
a welcome package, unless sent already with pre-arrival information. It is
sometimes written in the form of a checklist of everything a student should
do during the first weeks. The checklist is meant to remind students of impor-
tant appointments, such as enrolment, the deadline for fee payment, or items
to take care of before the start of the term.
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Orientation programmes complement printed and other material, and are
also one of the most important means of dissemination of information on
arrival. Although less common in some countries, they are widespread and
well established, taking different forms in different institutions and countries.
The orientation programmes give the institutions an opportunity to offer a
large amount of information to all new students prior to the start of the aca-
demic year. In addition, and very importantly, they aim at familiarising the
new entrants with the campus and the new learning environment, and with
each other. The programmes, which last typically from a day to a week (or
even more), are described in the next section.

In addition to these popular tools, some institutions have set up specific infor-
mation desks, either permanent or temporary, to facilitate the delivery of
information and guidance of new students during the first days and weeks.
Leiden University, for example, has a university visitors’ centre, located at
Leiden Central Station, which is meant as a first place of welcome for foreign
students arriving in Leiden (and anybody else with an interest in the universi-
ty). The centre provides brochures and booklets on all aspects of Leiden Uni-
versity and offers practical help for new arrivals, such as calling a taxi or
making a hotel reservation.

At HEC Montréal in Canada, for two weeks prior to the start of the academic
session (in August or January), the international office organises, in coopera-
tion with well integrated international students, an information kiosk for all
new international students. The kiosk is placed in a cafeteria, and is run by
15 students from diverse backgrounds and origins who have all overcome
some difficulties on their arrival at the university. The kiosk is extended to all
students (including national) during the first two weeks of the academic ses-
sion. The main purpose is to offer a form of student-to-student orientation:
students are less embarrassed to ask questions, as fellow students seem
more accessible and freer than academic or administrative staff. Another
perceived advantage is that international students with personal experience
can often answer to questions that the international office staff could not.
There is now an attempt to document the wisdom that comes out through the
student kiosk to keep at the international office as a future information source.

Permanent information tools

Many information tools remain important throughout the academic year,
including many of the guidebooks and leaflets students receive during their
first weeks at the university. Most information material delivered at the be-
ginning of the academic year continues to be relevant during later stages of
the year. For example, international student diaries are purposefully design-
ed to be kept as references for the entire year. Similarly, web-based informa-
tion is always available and often updated during the year. This is one of the
big advantages of electronic tools compared to printed material.
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Several universities operate an information desk, either specifically design-
ed for international students, or open for all students. At Leiden University,
this is one of the services within the centralised Plexus Student Centre. The
information desk is intended to be a first point of contact for students, who
can go there with almost any query, from admission and registration, to issues
related to finances and fees, problems (delays) in studying, or conflicts with
the university and how to solve them. If a student’s query or problem cannot
be settled at the information desk, the information centre arranges for an
appointment with a staff member of another service unit within the Plexus
centre (or elsewhere, if needed). The International Service Desk (ISD) at the
University of Groningen is in many ways equivalent to the information desk at
Leiden University, but the ISD is specifically designed to answer international
student enquiries. It deals directly with a number of issues, such as visas,
residence permits, jobs, insurances and other financial matters. However, in
very many cases it will refer students on to specialised units. Its principal
task is to provide information and guide students to the appropriate service
units. At many other visited intuitions the international office or the student
services office operates an open doors policy with extensive office hours, or
has a front desk where students can go to if they have general enquiries or
specific questions.

Monash University has developed a highly sophisticated online information
search engine called “ask.monash”. This has contributed to decreasing the
number of enquiry e-mails to almost zero and seems to be the preferred
source of information for international students127. Several other universities
and their international offices use targeted e-mail alerts with information on
up-coming events, new developments or regulations, and changes to earlier
information. E-mail alerts reach students fast, and are relatively cheap and
easy to use. The University of Leeds launched a new Student Portal in May
2006, where students can see information on their department as well as on
other parts of the university. Leeds students also seem to prefer information
available online to information that needs to be looked for in other more tradi-
tional ways (like help lines or information desks). The Leeds international
office is also developing its own website, with better information on its own
activities and available services.

Monash University has created a free phone number, InterCall, for all inter-
national student queries. The line is open 24 hours a day, all year round, also
serving as an emergency information number. The telephone is always
answered by one of the twelve international student advisers of the universi-
ty. These advisers are specialists in international student enquiries, and are
thus a valuable and well-informed source. InterCall has become very popular
among the international students and is used extensively.

158

Support for International Students in Higher Education

127 This example is described more in detail in section 8.3.

Support for Students.qxd  08.12.2006  12:02  Seite 158



A number of universities organise information workshops during the orien-
tation programmes and throughout the academic year128. Langara College (in
Canada) organises information sessions on issues such as money manage-
ment, housing, volunteering programmes, and one called “New to Vancouver”.
Most workshops take place at least twice throughout the year, except “New
to Vancouver” and a volunteering workshop, which are held three times. The
workshops are run by the international counsellors at the International Edu-
cation unit, sometimes with the involvement of teaching staff.

Several institutions operate “buddy” or mentor schemes, which involve
second and further year students in guiding new arrivals. The role of the stu-
dent mentors concentrates on the early weeks of the academic year, and in
some cases the contact between the mentor and the mentee starts prior to
the arrival of the new students, but the relationship is sometimes maintained
throughout the year. Mentors are an additional and often very valuable source
of information for international students. Some examples of the buddy and
mentor schemes in the visited institutions will be described at the end of this
chapter.

9.2 Orientation programmes129

Several institutions organise orientation programmes for their new students.
These are an important tool for spreading a wealth of information that is con-
sidered helpful or even necessary during the first weeks of the degree pro-
gramme, such as information about university facilities, available services,
practical issues, safety, and administrative issues. Information provision is,
however, not the only purpose of orientation programmes. They are also
meant to familiarise students with the university, the campus, and, important-
ly, with academic and administrative staff, as well as each other. The orienta-
tion period may last from a day to a week or even more, and is intended to
create a feeling of welcome and belonging. In many institutions it is consider-
ed very important, especially for international students, who find themselves
far away from home and their social and other networks. The orientation pro-
grammes designed especially for undergraduate students, whether interna-
tional or not, aim at facilitating the passage from school to university life.

Organising orientation

Several actors are likely to be involved in the organisation of the orientation
programme or programmes at the institutional level130. In addition to the inter-
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128 Some of the workshops target specific issues related to study skills or other aspects of personal develop-
ment. These are described in Chapter 11.

129 Activities described in this chapter are also referred to as “orientation days” (or weeks), “induction pro-
grammes”, “introductions”, or simply “welcome events”.

130 The French n+i network of 40 engineering schools and programmes recruits and prepares international
students for the member institutions’ postgraduate programmes. The network organises a four-day wel-
come programme for all its students in Paris, before the students move to different parts of the country to
start their programmes. The n+i network is described in more detail in section 5.2.
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national office, these include the central administration, and/or student ser-
vices office, which are most typically in charge of them, and student associa-
tions or unions, departmental staff, and staff from particular support units or
facilities within the university, such as the library, language centre, or health
services. External experts may be invited to give presentations at the orien-
tation programme – for example, the local police briefing on safety issues or
banks giving advice on opening a bank account (and advertising their own
branch).

Depending on the student body, numbers, and available resources, institu-
tions may offer one or more orientation programmes. These can all be orga-
nised centrally but target different student groups: undergraduate, postgra-
duate, mature and international students may have separate induction pro-
grammes. Orientation programmes for international students are typically
organised by the international office (or equivalent), in cooperation with other
central services, departments, and sometimes the student union. In other
cases, a single institution-wide orientation, organised by the student services
office, includes specific sessions for international students, covering items
related to immigration, health insurance and other issues. University facul-
ties, departments or even programmes may also organise their own welcome
events, which may have been developed into real orientation programmes.
The departmental (or faculty) orientation conveys specific information on
courses, rules, and staff, and has an important impact on the successful inte-
gration of students into the faculty community. They usually complement
rather than replace the centrally-managed orientation programme(s), or they
can be part of the latter. At the Central European University (CEU), which is
a small international postgraduate university, the first session of the orienta-
tion week (actually lasting 2 weeks) takes place at the departments after
which students attend centrally organised presentations on a range of prac-
tical matters. At Monash University, however, the responsibility for student
orientation is divided: the faculties are responsible for the management of the
academic transition, while student associations and support services are
tasked with helping students make the social transition.

The Division of Economic and Financial Studies (EFS) at Macquarie Univer-
sity, Australia, has very extensive departmental involvement in information
and orientation. In addition to preparing its own specific student survival
guide for all new undergraduate students, the division has a welcome packa-
ge for international EFS students, prepared in cooperation with Macquarie
International (the international office). The induction programme and orien-
tation session the division runs is divided into different sessions. The first
sessions are for international accounting students131 and provide guidance
on choosing the programme modules and on practical issues such as how to
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single programme at Macquarie University.
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read timetables. The session is followed by international student enrolment.
The EFS induction is followed by a tour of campus with voluntary mentors
(EFS students) and a general induction of Macquarie University for all stu-
dents (not EFS division specific). The division also organises a welcome
morning tea for about 80 to 100 international and local postgraduate and
undergraduate students. It is an informal gathering organised at the start of
the academic year. The dean and academic staff meet the new students in
an informal setting to break the hierarchy between staff and students. Stu-
dent mentors, the university’s careers service, and Macquarie International
are invited. All support and other staff wear different T-shirts and/or badges
so that they can be identified.

At some institutions, different student residences organise their own orienta-
tion programmes. This is the case for example at Monash University and
Simon Fraser University. The latter organises a six-day residence orientation
for all its new students. The programme includes one of the one to two day
general campus orientations organised at the central level. The residence
orientation costs C$ 110 and includes entry to the residence six days early,
as well as the rest of the orientation programme and social events.

Sometimes the so-called “academic orientation” may be separated from a
“social orientation”, as the latter is often, though not always, delivered by a
student association. At Macquarie University, the academic orientation is for
all students who are commencing study at Macquarie, both local and inter-
national. It focuses on skills to help the students academically in the first
weeks and gives students the chance to meet other new students studying in
the same subject area, as the programme is organised by division (faculty).
The academic orientation is separate from the Macquarie International orien-
tation session, which takes place the week after the university’s academic
orientation. International students are strongly advised to attend both the
academic orientation and the specific international orientation, which has a
stronger focus on social orientation.

The international office of HEC Montréal works in close cooperation with the
local student association for information provision and orientation activities,
and the student association organises the social part of the orientation
through welcome lunches and dinners, tours, and other social programmes.
Also some other universities leave the delivery of the social programme to
the student union or association, or draw on their resources for the prepara-
tion of the social programme within the centrally organised general orienta-
tion. At Corvinus University Budapest (CUB), for example, the orientation day
for international students ends with the university student council, the mem-
bers of which take students on a tour of the International Studies Centre and
university premises, and also organise a welcome party. At Leeds University,
the Students’ Union organises its own welcome programme, which is tied
with that organised by the international office.
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Specific international orientation

As indicated above, in many cases institutions organise a separate orienta-
tion programme for international students. In some cases, this is the only
orientation programme that is available. The University of Groningen interna-
tional student association WINGS-ESN, for example, organises a week-long
induction programme especially for foreign students, concentrating on “social
and cultural aspects” of student life in Groningen. An introduction to acade-
mic courses, schedules, and procedures is delivered by the faculties, but
does not amount to a real orientation programme. The University of British
Columbia organises several orientation programmes, one of which is specific
for all its international students. Gala, the main international student orienta-
tion, is delivered in a conference style, and accommodates over 1 000 stu-
dents. This is the largest orientation event for international students in Cana-
da: the 3-day programme comprises of workshops, information sessions,
parties, and other activities. One of its interesting features is a parent recep-
tion, which is designed to cover issues of interest to international parents
and to give them the opportunity to meet UBC staff and other parents, and
ask international staff questions. The UBC orientation programme received
an AUCC (Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada) award in
2004132. While Gala is the specific international student orientation, many
other options are also available (due to the size of the institution), including
the “Imagine-Day” for all first-year students, the graduate orientation organis-
ed by the faculty of graduate studies, and the general parent orientation.

One week before the teaching starts, Langara College organises its I-day
(international – information – interactive). This provides international students
with information on student services and gives them the opportunity to inter-
act. There are about 300 new international students each intake: if some
miss the I-day, the international office will try to get in touch with them sepa-
rately to ensure all administrative procedures are taken care of. At Leeds
Metropolitan, the international welcome week takes place one week before
the arrival of the UK students. This gives new students an opportunity to
engage with staff and each other before the arrival of the local students.

At Monash University, conversely, the orientation programme is for all new
students, and tries to integrate local and international students. The orienta-
tion is made up of a programme of information sessions, tours and events
designed to help students to get to know Monash University, and particularly
the campus the student is studying at (Monash is divided into different cam-
puses). The programme introduces the students to the services and facilities
at the university, gives them information about studying at Monash and gives
them the opportunity to make friends and meet teaching and other staff.
However, some special sessions, such as on living in Australia, health insur-
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ance and immigration issues, are held for international students only. The
department of immigration and the tax office also deliver special sessions for
international students.

Similarly, the London based School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS)
has no specific international orientation, as all activities of the institution are
considered to be internationally oriented. There is a general orientation pro-
gramme in September, at the start of the academic year, with a special
weekend for international students, to respond to their specific information
needs. Also at Simon Fraser University, international students (exchange and
degree students) are recommended to attend a one-day international orien-
tation hosted by SFU International, in addition to (and not instead of) the
general campus orientation. It lasts a day and consists of information ses-
sions on immigration and employment requirements, health insurance, and
programmes and services for international and exchange students.

International students do need specific information that has little or no rele-
vance to local students – such as on residence permits, local habits, or prac-
tical advice on opening a bank account. As seen in the examples above, this
information can be delivered in an entirely separate international orientation
programme, or in separate sessions within the general orientation pro-
gramme. Some institutions have opted for an additional international orienta-
tion day instead. The benefit of separating international student orientation is
that it may offer international students a softer start in the new environment.
They will not be overwhelmed by the large number of local students and find
moral support in the presence of other international students who are likely
to be experiencing similar difficulties. However, several universities are wary
of creating marked separation between international and national students,
even at the very beginning: the idea is that integration starts during the orien-
tation programme, and thus separation should be avoided as far as possible.

Creating coherence: matching different programmes

The availability of a range of orientation programmes is a sign of the impor-
tance attached to orientation at some institutions. In such cases it is impor-
tant that information given at the different orientation programmes is cohe-
rent, that students know which of them are the “official” or most essential
ones, and that the timetables do not clash. Programmes should therefore be
organised in a coherent, accessible and clear manner, so that students know
where they have to go to, when, and for what kind of information or orienta-
tion. At Monash University main campus it is a challenge to pull all the diffe-
rent programmes together and avoid schedule clashes, such as instances
where students would not be able to come to university orientation, for ex-
ample, because they have the residence hall orientation at the same time.
The orientation programmes run by the smaller Monash campuses are bet-
ter, as fewer separate programmes run in parallel. These programmes will be
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used as a model for the reinvention of the programme on the bigger cam-
puses. Currently, to help international students make the most of the first
week and to make sure they attend the most important and relevant orienta-
tion sessions, the International Students Support Unit (ISSU) prepares a
special International Orientation Program Brochure, which guides stu-
dents through the orientation week.

Also the Simon Fraser University offers a number of different orientation pro-
grammes to meet the specific needs of different student groups. The most
important of these is the one to two day campus orientation, which targets all
new students. One of the campus orientation programmes is specifically for
graduate students, and another is for mature or transfer students, while
others target new undergraduate students. To avoid clashes with the six-day
residence orientation offered by the university, the campus orientation has
been included as an integral part of the residence programme. Consequent-
ly, students do not miss any essential information, and do not need to decide
which programmes to attend and which not.

What happens in an orientation programme?

The orientation programmes typically last from one day to a week or more;
sometimes they last up to two weeks, combining attendance at more than
one orientation programme. This is the case for international students who
attend the international orientation week and then the one catering for all
new students. The length of time dedicated to the orientation programme is
determined, to a great extent, by the amount of information that needs to be
passed on to the students before the start of the academic courses. It is like-
ly thus that a programme lasting less than a day would either be too superfi-
cial, or would cramp the essential information together in a form too con-
densed to be easily assimilated. The programmes may include far more
areas than key information related to the university and its programmes, and
thus more time may be needed for its delivery. If the social aspects of the
programme are taken into account, a slightly longer orientation is likely to
offer more opportunities for informal interaction between students and bet-
ween students and staff.

The two main items covered in orientation sessions include 1) orientation to
the university (and its programmes) and 2) orientation to the city and country
(and its customs and rules). The first can be further divided into social and
academic orientation. The categories and the use of terminology is by no
means clear and homogeneous between (or even within) institutions; in
some cases academic orientation means everything from information on
available services to study skills workshops, and covers many practical issu-
es. The academic orientation at the Langara College includes various fea-
tures such as information on safety and important documents, medical in-
surance, and study permits. Social orientation, on the other hand, may be
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understood simply as the purely social events, such as dinners, parties, and
trips, while in some other cases it includes introduction to the available ser-
vices, tours of the campus facilities, and meeting with academic staff at the
departments. Practical information items are thus classified under one of the
two, in cases where any such distinction is made.

An ideal orientation would cover all of the above-mentioned aspects: acade-
mic, social and practical. This can be done, as described above, either by
including all such elements into one programme, or covering all aspects
through a combination of programmes. These can be organised by or in co-
operation with several parts of the university, as appropriate – an academic
orientation could be prepared by the faculty (or by study skills service, if at
the central level), a social orientation by the students union, and the prac-
tically focused orientation by the international office, student services office,
or the central administration.

The informative part of the orientation programmes is delivered in most
cases as a series of presentations held by different units of the institution, or
external experts. The latter may involve, for example, local bank staff, who
explain how to open a bank account, or the police giving advice on safety.
Presentations by university staff usually form the bulk of the information pro-
vided. One of the purposes of the orientation is to introduce students to the
available facilities and services within the university. Presentations by the lan-
guage centre, careers service, library, sport centre, and students’ union, aim
to make students aware of the range of possibilities on campus.

In addition to purely (or mainly) informative sessions, various special interest
sessions may also be on offer. These can be delivered as part of the general
programme, or as optional parallel events. At Macquarie University the spe-
cial interest sessions cover topics such as accommodation, employment,
sports and leisure, and overseas student exchange. Other orientation pro-
grammes concentrate on, or have reserved space for sessions related to
academic transition, information and preparation. These could include – in
addition to the formalities on issues such as plagiarism, examination regula-
tions and dates, and progression rules – study methods workshops or gui-
dance to such facilities within the university. The international orientation at
the Leeds University and the transition programme at Macquarie University
both include a number of study skills sessions.

The various presentations are complemented by tours of the campus, often
guided by student mentors (see below), tours of the city, and (as seen
above) by a more or less extensive social programme. The social programme
is no doubt the more “fun” and informal part of the orientation, but it has an
important function in the overall programme design: if the aim of the induc-
tion is to facilitate the integration and “feeling at home” of the new students,
sufficient opportunities for socialising and getting to know each other – and
preferably also both academic and administrative staff – should be created.
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In addition to the organised programme student are often given the chance
to take care of a range of practical matters during the orientation week (or
weeks). These may include enrolment, payment of tuition fees, registering
with the police, getting an e-mail account, registering with the health care
centre, or prepare their timetables. The goal is to have students ready, after
the orientation, to fully immerse themselves in the degree programme, with-
out having to worry about practical or administrative matters, and already
familiar with the campus environment and at least some staff and students.
This is considered very important, as terms are short and no time should be
lost once term starts.

Room for improvement?

Several institutions, especially those which have been delivering orientation
programmes for several years, are constantly trying to improve the content
and delivery methods to ensure that the programmes, which are often very
time-consuming, reach the expected objectives. SOAS has set up a working
group, the task of which is to set out how to improve the orientation pro-
gramme, based on a recent student survey. Even if SOAS does not organise
a specific international orientation, 70 to 80 percent of respondents to the
survey were international students.

Orientation programmes are highly recommended for all new students, espe-
cially international students, as they need a lot of information and guidance
during the first weeks or days after their arrival. In most cases, attending
orientation programmes is not obligatory, but at Monash University, for ex-
ample, all first-year students are expected to attend. One of the problems
faced by the Monash is that there is no mechanism currently in place to track
who attends, and therefore it is difficult to evaluate the efficiency of the ser-
vice. Tracking attendance would be necessary for a more targeted invitation
to eventual “repetition orientations” during the academic year. These are now
in the planning, as many international students arrive late (due to visa or
other delays) and thus miss the principal orientation programme. Similarly, at
Langara College, the problem with the orientation is that it takes place early,
with registration in July, while the trimester starts in September. As a result it
has only about 60 percent attendance among international students. The uni-
versity is now trying to develop an online version of the academic orientation,
so as to make it available to a larger number of students.

Thompson Rivers University, a relatively small provincial university college,
has recently reformed its orientation programme. Previously, the orientation
programme focused on the needs of Asian students, and thus the model had
to be changed to cater for a more varied audience. There used to be no cul-
tural orientation – the sole purpose of the programme was to take students
through several administrative practices. A paper copy of the orientation
guide was sent out to students but it was felt that the students ignored it. The

166

Support for International Students in Higher Education

Support for Students.qxd  08.12.2006  12:02  Seite 166



new model divides students into groups based on their language skills. There
is a cultural orientation, with a session on what it means to live in Canada, a
bus tour with regional sight-seeing, a luncheon, and some entertainment.
There is also a session on local animals, where students learn what they
need to do if they meet a bear. The overall aim of the new programme is to
infuse more fun into the orientation, and make it more useful for the students.
While previously a lot of time was spent accompanying students to open
bank accounts, for example, the banks are now invited to have a stand at the
orientation session. The orientation guide has been revamped: the design
has been made more attractive with more images, information has been
rearranged, and a lot of irrelevant information has been left out.

9.3 Student guiding student: mentoring schemes 

One of the widely used information transmission “tools” are different mentor-
ing and “buddy” schemes, which build a connection between new students
and students in their second or further years of study. Some mentoring pro-
grammes are designed to accommodate both international and national stu-
dents, while others are specifically for the former. Many programmes are
organised at the central level, by the student services office or a student
association, while other schemes work on a departmental basis.

The systems are based on voluntary or in some cases paid student mentors,
who offer their time and “expertise” to guide and help newcomers settle into
the university environment. Usually the introduction of student mentors takes
place during the orientation programmes (though examples of pre-arrival
mentoring are also available), but the relationship between the mentor and
the mentee can last for the whole academic year. The main aim of the pro-
gramme is to offer new students the chance to get to know more experienc-
ed students, providing the opportunity for them to ask questions on a range
of issues, from the location of the library to tips on exam preparation. The
ideal is that the mentoring relationship is a reciprocally fruitful one, creating a
feeling of belonging to the university and breaking the isolation students may
feel during the first weeks, and offering an additional channel for the flow of
information.

Student mentoring schemes are perceived as having several important
advantages. New students, especially from Asia, are more willing to ask
questions to fellow students than to academic or other staff. In addition, stu-
dents seem to listen better to other students: interestingly, experiences at
some of the visited universities show that young undergraduate students
take study-related advice more seriously if it comes from other (more ex-
perienced) students than if it comes from staff. Another benefit, from the
institutional point of view, is that employing student mentors is free of charge
or far cheaper than other options would be. In the case of volunteer mentors,
the only investment is linked to the training of the mentors – this is organised
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by most mentoring schemes – and the overall supervision of the programme.
Mentoring is an important opportunity for the students, too, whether they get
paid for their time and efforts or not: they usually receive some leadership
training and gain experience in intercultural communication. This work expe-
rience may be valuable and can often be demonstrated with a certificate
issued by the organising unit within the university.

The Faculty of Economics of the University of Groningen operates its own
“buddy system”, which reaches beyond the time limits of the induction event,
with one buddy for 46 new students. The task of the buddies is not to solve
problems themselves, but to refer students to the particular programme coor-
dinator, exchange coordinator (in the case of exchange students) or study
advisor of the course or faculty. HEC Montréal operates a similar programme.
In addition, an online student forum has been put into place, and new stu-
dents can use this to ask questions to older students.

The Macquarie University Transition Programme organises a large mentoring
programme for all new students, international and national. The mentors are
trained second and third year students, who get a small group of first year
students (in their faculty) at orientation. The tasks of the mentors include
showing new students around the key places and telling them what to expect
when studying at the university. In the accounting programme, there are
about 40 mentors, of which 15 are international students. It is considered a
bonus that international students are represented in the mentoring scheme,
as this shows their integration and can be very helpful for new international
students. During the year, the student mentors organise weekly information
and training sessions in areas such as IT, tutorials, academic writing, with
about 40 interested students usually attending. The mentors (300 in total) are
unpaid, but get a certificate at the end of their mentoring period.

The peer helper programme at the small Canadian university college, Malas-
pina University, is part of the orientation programme. The helpers come from
different backgrounds, and cover all main languages. Each peer helper is
responsible for three to five students, and needs to ensure that the students
know about and use the services offered by the international education
department. Other tasks of the peers include organising events and setting
up student associations. Some of these activities can be supported by the
international education funds. The 40 to 60 peer helpers per semester (se-
lected out of 100 applicants) receive one week full-time leadership training,
and 10 to 15 of them form a network of peer leaders.

The University of British Columbia Peer Programme, in contrast, is based on
an online system. All interested students can register, and there is no selec-
tion or training of mentors. The aim is to support first year international stu-
dents by matching them with a continuing UBC student (Canadian or interna-
tional). The programme therefore targets two student groups: the new inter-
national undergraduate students (the international peers) who want to learn
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about and connect with the UBC community and share their cultural back-
grounds, languages, and perspectives, and the continuing undergraduate
students (the senior peers) interested in sharing their experiences and learn-
ing from their international peers. Over 500 students used the programme in
2004-05, and they were subsequently divided into smaller groups, led by
group leaders. Group leaders are continuing undergraduate students who
are trained to facilitate small faculty-based groups of 20-45 students. The
task of the group leaders is to monitor relationships between peers in their
groups and to organise monthly social activities for all group members. A
challenge facing this programme is the sometimes tight schedules of stu-
dents, which can lead to group changes during the year. Overall, however,
the programme has received overall very positive feedback as an additional
tool for integrating new students into the community.
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10 Language support

International students usually come from different cultural and linguistic
backgrounds. While admissions usually set the required language level suffi-
ciently high for students to be able to participate in the course programme,
the completion of short language preparatory programmes or attending in-
sessional courses may be part of a conditional offer133. Extra support during
the academic year may be needed to enable international students to reach
their full potential during the degree programme and not be disadvantaged
vis-à-vis national students. This chapter looks at language support and
teaching of the main language of instruction, or in some cases the local lan-
guage, if these two are not the same. It will not consider in depth the avail-
able facilities for learning other (new) languages.

Support related to improving the mastering of the teaching language is in
many cases seen as one of the most important services for international stu-
dents. Language poses one of the biggest obstacles for many international
students and it is one of the most common attributed reasons for failure134.
The provincial Canadian university college, Thompson Rivers University, for
example, emphasises language support as an essential tool to improve stu-
dent retention. At the visited Swiss universities, language support is also
considered very important. However, the focus is equally on national stu-
dents from other language regions as on international students, and language
support is typically offered to all students on the same basis. Similarly, at
Macquarie University, English language support is meant for all non-native
speakers of English, whether Australian citizens or not. At Macquarie, lan-
guage programmes for non-native speakers of English are currently optional,
but the acting Dean of Students would like to have a compulsory one se-
mester long language unit for all international students. It was stated that one
of the reasons students go and study in Australia is so they can develop their
English, and they should thus be given the opportunity to do so. Many stu-
dents cannot take the optional courses currently offered because their sche-
dules are already too full. The obligatory language course could include ele-
ments on Australian history and politics, which would provide students with
some insight into Western history and culture (most international students at
Macquarie University being Asian).

While study skills courses, academically-related support, and many other ser-
vices designed for international students are free of charge (or included in the
overall international student tuition fee), in several cases a fee applies to lan-

170

Support for International Students in Higher Education

133 This chapter looks only at short programmes – the so-called pre-sessional programmes – which in most
cases take place immediately before the start of the academic year. Longer preparatory programmes of
six months or a year which focus on practising the teaching language are described in detail in Chapters
4 and 6.

134 Interview of the Macquarie International staff, Australia, May 2006.
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guage support. Longer pre-sessional (summer) courses are usually on pay-
ment, while in-sessional support and the use of language centre facilities (self-
study material and personal language tutorials) remain free of charge. Lan-
guage support is in many cases closely linked to academic and study skills
support, and drawing a line between the two is not easy. Students with lan-
guage difficulties often also have culturally-related problems, for example, ask-
ing questions to academic staff and being critical can be hard – therefore some
language courses incorporate substantial elements of study skills practice and
local learning methods. At other universities, the writing skills centre, for ex-
ample, may also be open for local students, and while having important lan-
guage elements within it, be classified under academic not language support135.

Organisational models

The different options for improving the teaching language are most typically
offered by a more or less independent language centre, or a faculty or de-
partment specialised in teaching of languages. The same centre may also
offer opportunities to study different (“third”) languages, but the items consi-
dered here focus on specific support for international students in the teach-
ing language (or, at most, in the local language, if the two are not the same).
Some language centres, for example, at the University of Groningen, offer
their services for a far wider audience than international and local students,
and may offer support to staff or outside adult language learners.

Some institutions have opted for a different organisation of language sup-
port. At Leeds Metropolitan University, support is organised by ECIS (English
and Cultural Studies for International Students), which is part of the universi-
ty’s Lesley Wilson International Faculty136. Similarly, the language centre of
the University of Fribourg is part of the faculty of arts. It therefore depends
from the faculty, even if it serves the whole university, including students on
the national undergraduate preparatory programme VKHS/CIUS137. The par-
ticularity of this language centre is that 65 percent of the staff – two profes-
sors, a lecturer and 22 language teachers – is dedicated to teaching, while
the remaining is used mainly for language-related research. The Monash
University English Language Centre, in contrast, is part of the Monash Colle-
ge Group, which is a separate company, owned by Monash University. The
centre serves students of both Monash College (which offers the Monash
University pathway programme138) and Monash University. It is in financial
terms a commercial unit, which gets no public funding, and consequently all
its programmes are on payment.
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135 See, for example, Macquarie University Writing Skills Centre (section 11.1.2). Other examples of acade-
mic support are given in the same section, and some of these could have arguably been included here.
For a complete picture of all language-related support, both sections should be read.

136 For more information, see http://www.lmu.ac.uk/lsif/sol/ecis.htm
137 See more on the VKHS/CIUS preparatory programme in section 4.2.
138 See more on the Monash College pathway programme in section 5.1.
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Language support for international students is delivered in different forms.
The main approaches include:

� Taught language courses (both pre-and in-sessional)
� Access to self-study material (online, paper, or audiovisual)
� Ad hoc individualised or group support

The first of these is by far the most substantial in terms of the variety of offer.
However, the other tools play an important role due to their greater flexibility
and more individualised approach, and are often either complementary to
the first, or an option for students who cannot commit themselves to a struc-
tured programme. Institutional examples for each of these will be provided
below.

10.1 Language courses

Some institution-based language courses take place prior to the beginning of
the academic year (usually in the summer). These pre-sessional courses are
in most cases intensive or semi-intensive, meaning that students spend most
of their time during the course period on language learning. Attendance of a
pre-sessional course is sometimes part of a conditional admissions offer,
meaning that students need to take part in and pass the course in order to
confirm their place on the degree programme at the university. In-sessional
courses, conversely, take place during the academic year, and are thus less
intensive. The principle of in-sessional courses is that students combine lan-
guage improvement with their course programme schedules. In this case,
language tuition is usually weekly or twice weekly. Ideally, the in-session
courses are short and flexible enough to enable students to take them at dif-
ferent moments during the year, and specific enough to focus on the specific
skills gaps of different student groups.

Most of the in-sessional programmes are optional and free of charge, though
they do not bear credits for the degree programme. However, on the Mac-
quarie University language course credits may be used towards some of the
university’s degree programmes. The University of Fribourg has even created
a tool to enable the accumulation of credit also through self-study language
learning. These examples are described in further detail below.

Examples of different language courses outlined in this chapter are divided
into pre-and in-sessional programmes. While the courses considered focus
on improving ability in the teaching language, some examples of courses on
the local language (when the two are different) are also provided.

Pre-sessional courses

The Monash English Language Bridging programme (ELBP) is designed
for international students who meet the academic admission requirements
(for either the university or the pathway), but narrowly miss the English lan-
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guage requirements, by 0.5 IELTS points. Student on the ELBP usually have
a conditional offer for admission from Monash College or Monash University.
The courses last 10 to 15 weeks and take place just before the term starts.
Division into the two courses (10 or 15 weeks) depends on the students’
English level (IELTS). The first five weeks of the 15-week course include
mainly language components, after which those doing the 10-week course
for the task-based part of the bridging programme join the rest of the stu-
dents. The task-based part gives the students a chance to gain important
study skills and practise essay writing and presentations. The English Lan-
guage Centre also organises a number of other programmes, including the
Introductory Academic Programme (IAP). This is a five-week intensive
programme for students with an unconditional offer from the university, but
who chose to do the course to improve their English.

The Simon Fraser University English Bridge Programme gives a strong
focus, in addition to language tuition, on Western study skills. It is thus not a
pure English as a second language-course. The programme is non-credit
bearing and lasts for 10 weeks. Every summer, the University of Lausanne
organises the Cours de vacances, which is comprised of four sessions of
three-week courses for those with a level ranging from elementary to ad-
vanced, and two sessions of six-week courses for beginners. At the School
of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London, the English level of all
students who are non-native speakers of English is assessed at the beginn-
ing of the year and some students are required to take part in one of the four
to eight-week long pre-session courses. All three programmes apply a course
fee, which is paid by the students.

The Leeds Metropolitan University School of Language organises both pre-
session and in-session English language support for international students.
The pre-sessional English courses start in June, July and August and last
12, 8 and 4 weeks respectively. Students are assigned to the courses depen-
ding on their IELTS score. Successful completion will meet the English Lan-
guage Requirement (ELR) of Leeds Metropolitan University and students
need not take an additional IELTS test to confirm their conditional admit-
tance. In addition to general language components, the courses also cover
areas such as time management, presentation skills, independent learning
strategies, critical thinking, and UK university culture, conventions and
expectations. Consequently, the four-week pre-sessional is also recommend-
ed for students who meet the university’s language requirements but would
like to learn more about the British university system and practise or gain
important study skills. While academic support should be taking place at the
departments, this is not always the case. Thus, what started as purely lan-
guage support, turned quickly to more broadly academic support.

The University of Bern (Switzerland) organises two-week intensive German
courses for its exchange students, international degree students, and Swiss
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students from the French and Italian speaking parts. The course is open to
all students who are admitted to the university. The language teaching also
incorporates elements to improve the integration of new students, such as
presentations on the Swiss political system and on learning methods.

In-sessional courses

The University of Lausanne offers a wide range of different course options
that students take according to their language level and objectives. One of
these is called the Course d’appoint, which concentrates on oral and written
skills. These courses last the whole academic year and are open to any
non-native students. They consist of a core syllabus of four hours per week
of grammar and written expression, plus optional courses in language,
literature and French civilisation. These courses are free of charge for the
university’s students and can be taken alongside any degree programme.
The university language policy committee, created in 2002, has the task of
developing appropriate approaches to integrate language teaching into all
degree programmes and of providing the necessary French language tuition
for different student groups: 1) exchange students, 2) non-language stu-
dents, and 3) language degree students. The courses are non-obligatory
and the challenge is, for the moment, to show their positive added value to
the students.

In contrast to the year-long courses offered at Lausanne, the Department of
International Foundation Courses and English Language Studies (IFCELS)
at SOAS runs in-session courses in blocks of five weeks from October to
March. The five-week model is considered to be more flexible than the pre-
viously used 13-week course, as it allows students to join in during the year
as and when needed. Also academic staff in the student’s department may
refer them to an in-session language course. The in-session courses are in
some cases also part of a conditional admissions offer, but they are open to
all interested students and delivered free of charge.

Leeds Metropolitan University School of Languages organises mini-courses
of eight hours (two hours each over four weeks). As courses are short and
targeted, students focus on their specific weaknesses. At the end of the pro-
gramme, students with full attendance are given an attendance certificate.
The courses are free for non-EU international students, while students from
EU countries pay a fee139. The language elements of the courses are tightly
linked to the acquisition of study skills and cover areas such as: time manage-
ment and independent learning, writing references and bibliographies, critical
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thinking and reflection, essay and report writing, effective reading, and listen-
ing to lectures. More specific courses cover themes such as dissertation writ-
ing and doing a business case study. The overall aim of these programmes is
to offer both English language and cultural adaptation to the system, and to
improve the students’ success. They are open for both undergraduate and
postgraduate students, with over 100 students taking the course in the aca-
demic year 2004-05.

At Leeds University all international students whose mother tongue is not
English take an internal English language test at the beginning of the acade-
mic year. The purpose of the test is to identify students who may benefit from
the free, optional, part-time in-sessional English courses provided by the
Language Centre during the academic year. The test is not used in the
admissions process – the students who take the test have already been
admitted. Rather, it is meant to encourage and guide students to take advan-
tage of the available services. The in-sessional courses normally offered by
the Language Centre each year include a language development course,
which focuses on all language skills (listening, reading, speaking and writ-
ing), with three or four hours of tuition per week. This course includes all the
material covered in the academic writing course, which concentrates on writ-
ing academic texts in English, and is designed to improve general study
skills, such as structuring an essay and correct referencing. The academic
writing course is designed for students who have achieved higher marks in
the initial language test.

The Academic and Professional Communication Unit (APCU) at the Mac-
quarie University Linguistics Department offers a selection of free language
and communication workshops which are available to all Macquarie students
for whom English is an additional language, whether international or local
(first language sets the eligibility). The workshops cover issues such as dis-
cussion skills, grammar and pronunciation and are complemented by free
individual consultations to discuss improvement of academic writing skills.

Accumulating credits

In some cases students may gain credits for the in-sessional language com-
ponents. At Macquarie University, APCU140 provides two credit-bearing units
of English for Academic Purposes (EAP) for non-native speakers of English.
These courses can be integrated into many different study patterns across
the university’s degree programmes. While other in-sessional support if free
of charge, these undergraduate units charge a fee.

The University of Fribourg language centre offers special support for stu-
dents on one of the two bilingual (French and German) programmes at the
university. The language courses are integrated into the degree programme
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and students get credits for them. All students can gain some credits for so-
called “soft subjects”, which include language centre based tuition. Credits
can be accumulated through participation in taught language courses and
through a “self-study contract”. The self-study contract states how often
students need to have personal contact with one of the language centre
teachers, how many hours they have to study, and what they need to achie-
ve. The contract is preceded by a test or self-assessment of the student’s
current level in the target language. The language centre also organises stu-
dent-to-student tandem systems designed to practice oral skills. Students
are paired up according to mother tongue and target language, for example,
by matching a German wanting to study French with a French speaker want-
ing to improve their German. Participation in a tandem can be part of a learn-
ing contract and can thus lead to study credits.

Learning the local (not teaching) language

Universities that teach in a language other than the one of the surrounding
environment, have had to face the question of what, if any, support should be
given to international students studying in their foreign language taught pro-
grammes. While mastering (or having the basic skills) in the local language
may not be necessary for the degree programme, it is an important element
of support in environments where surviving without the local language out-
side the classroom (or the campus) may be difficult.

For example, at the University of Lausanne, many international students on
the English language taught degree programmes at the business school
come to the university thinking that they have no need to even basic French.
In practice this is not really the case, so to provide international students with
basic language tuition for daily survival, the university organises a four-week
intensive French course just before the start of the degree programme. The
training on this course is different from that given to students in French
taught programmes: while the latter need to improve their language skills for
academic purposes, the former (students on English-taught programmes),
need (basic) French for life outside the classroom. During the four-week
course, the students form a tutorship with a Swiss student, who also helps
them with a number of practical issues including housing and visa require-
ments.

Maastricht University (in the Netherlands) offers only a minority of its degree
programmes in the local language (Dutch), so the provision of Dutch tuition
for international students plays no crucial role in most cases. The language is
used for social purposes only, and in addition English (the teaching lan-
guage) is widely spoken throughout the country. Dutch is not perceived as
necessary even for life outside the university environment. However, students
who want to improve their Dutch can attend Nederlands als twede taal
(Dutch as a second language) courses. International students on one of the
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few Dutch-taught programmes must pass a Dutch test before admission
(centrally administered for the whole Netherlands). The Centre for Academic
Writing at the Central European University in Budapest organises courses in
“survival Hungarian” for its students, who are all taught in English.

10.2 Additional language support 

Self-study material, online tools, and multimedia centres

Language centres are in most cases responsible for pre- and in-sessional
language courses, and often offer additional material and tools, such as on-
line learning, multimedia learning centres, and paper-based self-study mate-
rial. These offer more flexible learning opportunities than language courses
with a fixed schedule and duration. In some cases, the additional language
learning materials are used (and recommended to be used) in addition to
and in support of the formal language courses. Often they provide support
for all international students, when they need it, including those not attending
any language courses.

At Monash University English Language Centre language teaching through
computers is well developed and widely used. Students also have access to
an independent learning centre, which offers important self-study facilities,
and is well used by students. In addition to the improvement of language
competences, attending the centre is believed to teach independent learn-
ing and self-assessment. Similarly, the University of Lausanne has a free
access multimedia centre for self-study of languages. The language labora-
tory of Corvinus University Budapest is equipped with audio and video
materials in all languages taught at the university (including Hungarian,
English, German, Spanish, Italian, Russian, Portuguese, French, and Ara-
bic), as well as a multimedia laboratory, computer software and listening
comprehension facilities. This centre is not specifically designed for interna-
tional students. The HEC Montréal (Canada) Language Service, called the
“Quality of communication centre”, and the University of British Columbia
Language Centre, offer online material in addition to and in support of the
available language courses.

The University of Leeds Language Centre has a large self-access area,
which has a range of materials which can help students improve their level of
English. The English language materials are classified in a catalogue accord-
ing to level (beginner, intermediate, advanced) and skill or area (listening,
grammar etc). The self-access area has long opening hours and is free for all
students to use. A booklet called “Language Learning Techniques” guides
students to make the most of the available tool. The Language Centre also
provides Leeds University students with web-based material to practise the
grammar, functions and vocabulary needed for academic study. There are
also self-assessment tests and lectures on video.

177

Language support

Support for Students.qxd  08.12.2006  12:02  Seite 177



One-to-one support

In addition to organised courses and access to self-study material – and
often in support of the two – the language centres or their equivalent are
often also provide specific one-to-one tutoring. These are designed to res-
pond to the specific needs of students, and can be tailored to fit their sche-
dules. In addition, they offer the possibility to access language support as
and when needed.

At Macquarie University, students can make an appointment with an EAP
(English for Academic Purposes) academic staff member to discuss improv-
ing their academic writing. The teachers will not proof-read students’ work,
but they make suggestions on text organisation, cohesion, and clarity of
expression. Individual consultations are normally 30 minutes in length. The
SOAS Language Centre also offers individual tutorials for both undergra-
duate and postgraduate students, with a special provision for PhD research
students. Language-related support may also be offered as part of academic
and study skills workshops. These are described in more detail in the next
section.
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11 Academic support and career enhancement activities

This chapter is dedicated to two separate though related areas of support:
academic support, such as study skills training, and activities related to work
experience and career enhancement opportunities (such as through the
development of personal skills)141. International students may face particular
difficulties or challenges and several mechanisms have been adopted by
institutions to help equalise their opportunities, both in terms of academic
achievement and the overall student experience, with those of local students.
It should be noted, though, that several institutions offer academically-related
support, as well as opportunities for work experience or similar, which are
open to all students, national and international. As this chapter describes
principally specific international student support, the actual range of services
open to them could be much wider when including also general services
open to all students.

11.1 Adapting to the local study methods

Students who come from different countries may face practical challenges or
language problems. They may come from an educational background which
is culturally very different from that of the receiving country. Attitudes to
study, teaching and learning methods, and the relationships between stu-
dents and teachers may be substantially different. Harmonising the under-
standing of what is expected of students is seen as one of the biggest chal-
lenges both for students and institutions – especially at institutions whose
international students come from non-Western countries. Students who may
be used to rote learning may be unable to respond to the requirements of cri-
tical thinking and analysis without additional support and guidance, and a
period of adaptation to the local system. Academic support for international
students aims at providing them with this.

In recent years, many European higher education institutions have shifted
their focus from exchange students to the increasing number of international
degree students from non-European countries. This has presented the insti-
tutions with new challenges, and additional services have been created to
facilitate the academic integration of the students, and thus their perfor-
mance in their degree programme.

Institutional academic support is related to, but more or less clearly separa-
ted from, two other forms of support for international students: language sup-
port and academically oriented preparatory programmes. Academic prepara-
tory programmes, whether at undergraduate or postgraduate level, aim at
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addressing significant needs for comprehensive and structured adaptation to
local study skills, and achievement of required key competencies or basic
knowledge prior to the commencement of the degree programme. The pro-
grammes may add up to one year to the total time required for graduation.
For students who need less comprehensive preparation, or who come from
culturally more similar backgrounds, in-session academic support mecha-
nisms and personal development opportunities may be more appropriate.
One of the investigated universities, the University of British Columbia,
Canada provides a brief pre-sessional academic preparatory programme for
international students. This particular model, which falls between the two
main models, will be described in more detail below.

The line between in-session academic support and language-related support
is perhaps even fuzzier, as study skills and language-related capacities are
often closely linked. Essay writing, for example, deals quite obviously with
language as well as academic skills, and could be plausibly classified under
either of the two categories. For a comprehensive picture of all study-related
support, the readers are advised to also consult Chapter 10 on language
support. Similarly, some other models of support, e.g. stress management
workshops, to mention but one, are sometimes delivered in conjunction with
study-related support, and thus described in this section, while at some other
institutions they are considered part of psychological counselling142.

Aims and users

The main aim of academic- or study skills-related support is to ensure that
international students are aware of the expectations and learning and teach-
ing methods at the host institution, and that they have the sufficient tools to
respond adequately to these expectations. The related objectives are to
improve student retention (and decrease drop-out rates), improve pass rates
and degree results, and ensure on-time graduation. While the objectives are
clear and widely shared, measuring the real impact of in-session academic
support may be very difficult. Only anecdotal evidence exists in most cases,
and while the impression is that there is a positive correlation between suc-
cess and the use (and of course, as a precondition, the availability) of acade-
mic support, measuring the relative value-for-money or impact of each area
of support is virtually impossible. It is also unclear whether students who
need the services most actually use them, or whether user patterns are
more complex and depend on cultural and individual attitudes towards study
and the acceptability of asking for help.

While some aspects of academic support are clearly most essential for inter-
national students, most institutions also offer academic support to national
students. Depending on the specific programmes and the nationality of the
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main international student body, some academic support can be provided to
all students together. A further differentiation may be made between under-
graduate and postgraduate students, who are likely to have different needs
for study-related support. Many institutions offer tailored sessions for both
student groups, though personal contact with the course tutor or supervisor,
who is the student’s first source of academic advice, is much more important
and more common at the postgraduate level. Academic support is not only
for the “bad” students; it is meant to improve the chances of all students to
achieve their full potential, and to provide them with skills that can further
improve their performance. That said, in some cases students at risk of
failure are especially recommended to attend specific skills workshops. The
number and type (including the level of study and nationality) of international
students at least partly influences the type and extent of academic support
available.

Who delivers academic support?

Academic support may be delivered by different units within an institution.
While the international office (or its equivalent) is likely to have a role to play,
in most cases it does not have sole responsibility for organising academic
support, even for international students. Separate units specialised in learn-
ing skills, academic writing, and intercultural skills may share the responsibi-
lity for offering workshops, one-to-one guidance or self-study material and
facilities. Academic departments are also likely to have an important share of
responsibility, and at some universities it is the sole support role the depart-
ments have. Indeed, subject and programme-specific academic support may
be best delivered by experts in the field, while other support may be best
delivered centrally. At some universities, academic support is entirely dele-
gated to the departments. For example, at the Central European University,
the departments are responsible for all strictly academically-related support.
However, the university has a Centre for Academic Writing, too, which pro-
vides a wide range of writing (and thus academic) support. The decentralised
academic support is possible because student numbers are relatively small,
and because of the inherently international nature of the university, both aca-
demic and other staff are well informed of the challenges faced by internatio-
nal students. At the University of Fribourg, the central level provides basic
services, while each faculty has a counsellor for academic guidance, whose
help is equally available for national and international students. There is a
concern that the faculties should become more aware of the needs and spe-
cific problems of international students: while most faculties try to organise
so that the counsellors are “internationally minded”, this is not necessarily
always the case. Consequently, international students may not receive ade-
quate attention for their specific academic and learning-related problems.

To ensure sufficient international expertise many institutions have opted to
deliver general study skills training and support by centralised units. This
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seems to be especially important, and at the same time more viable, at
larger universities, with a significant number of international students. In
most cases, the two levels, central and de-central, cooperate closely, and
both may be involved in any individual case. At Leeds University, the interna-
tional student office may get involved initially to check if academic problems
are related to other issues, like culture shock or homesickness, and then
direct the student to the department for study-related issues. At Leeds Metro-
politan University, the central level takes a more active role: while depart-
ments sometimes give academic guidance at the beginning of the academic
year, they often have no time to address academic problems in detail. It is
perceived that personal tutors are pressed with other work (such as teach-
ing), and do not have enough time to provide detailed guidance to individual
students. At the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London a
large degree of academic support is provided at the central level, and teach-
ing staff refer students to the central Learning and Teaching Unit. Thompson
Rivers University has opted for full-time academic advisors in all of its
departments. These advisers are academics, but work full-time on student
support for 2-3 years. Other academic support at Thompson Rivers is provid-
ed by the academic resources office (placed in the student services unit),
which helps students with their academic programme, and provides semi-
nars and other help. At Simon Fraser University, the general student services
unit offers academic advice centrally. International students may also turn to
the international office for first-aid advice on academic issues, though some-
times support is also available at the departments.

In addition to the departments and the international office, other units within
the university may be involved in the preparation of specific study skills
workshops or programmes. Library staff and IT services are the most fre-
quently used for training in research tools and methods, and use of online
and other resources. Some universities also take advantage of student men-
tors for the provision of study-related support, examples of which are provid-
ed below.

While training in academic skills is most often offered in separate courses or
workshops, at Maastricht University strong focus is given to the integration of
such training into the regular degree programmes, as an important part of the
problem-based learning approach of the university. Similarly, the Learning and
Teaching Unit of SOAS is working to embed study skills into the degree curri-
cula: for some of the first year courses, the policy is to give more support on,
for example, essay writing or information skills in the library, within the pro-
gramme. The process of study skills integration has only just started at SOAS
and thus it is not working entirely in all faculties yet. The advantage of having
study skills incorporated into the curricula is that they can be made subject-
specific and obligatory. They may be delivered once, for example in place of a
lecture ,in the same room, and at the same time for the full group of students.
The programme can thus better reach a wider student cohort.
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What is on offer?

Academic support in the wider sense includes, whether at the departmental
or central level, a far wider offer of tools, events and other activities than the
sole possibility of going to the year tutor, or lecturer in the case of study-re-
lated problems. Comprehensive academic support provides opportunities for
self-development and fulfils an important role in trying to prevent academic
problems that may be related to cultural differences in study methods. Aca-
demic support maintains its relevance throughout the degree programme,
but may be more concentrated at the beginning of the academic year, to set
the students off in the right direction, and towards the end during exam pre-
paration or the thesis writing period. While generic methodology and skills
preparation is likely to be useful at the very start, one-to-one individualised
support is often most relevant later in the degree. However, this is also one of
the possible paradoxes: students are most likely to drop out during the first
years of study, but have often better access to one-to-one support during
their final year.

Different ways of providing academic support can be distinguished, ranging
from the availability of staff to answer students’ questions, to highly develop-
ed facilities and tools. The following list gives an outline of the different items
considered in this chapter.

� Monitoring of progress
� Workshops on learning and study skills 
� Individual tutoring, study-related personal counselling, and on-demand

workshops
� Self-study material (online or paper-based)

11.1.1 Monitoring

Monitoring of the progress of international students is an important part of
academic support, and a tool to guide students to the appropriate study skills
workshops or self-development material. If tracking mechanisms are well
developed, monitoring may also help to detect the impact of the available
support.

Several universities have set up monitoring tools to track the progress of stu-
dents, so that if there are problems they can intervene “before it is too late” –
before the student drops-out or fails an examination. In Australia, monitoring
international students is part of the institutions’ compliance to the Education
Services for Overseas Students (ESOS) act of 2000143. Macquarie Interna-
tional, for example, monitors international students who are not performing
well, and depending on how they are doing, invites them to speak with inter-
national student advisors. Such meetings help identify the problem so that
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solutions can be found, within the office or beyond: for example, meeting the
international study skills adviser at Macquarie International, or joining one or
more of the available free skills workshops. Feedback from students on what
they are struggling with may also influence the development of support pro-
grammes and facilities. For example, experience gathered through student
interviews shows that one of the biggest academically-related difficulties in
the first and second years is linked to time management, and thus specific
programmes to help students with this have been created. Similarly, at
Monash University, the International Student Support Unit (ISSU) keeps
contact with students in difficulty and tracks whether or not they go to see
their International Student Advisors. If not, the ISSU staff follow-up by indivi-
dual telephone calls to the students, to make sure the problem is addressed
on time.

Staff at the Sydney Institute of Business and Technology (SIBT), which de-
livers the pathway option for the Macquarie University144, closely monitors
the academic progress of their students, and interviews students who are
falling behind to assess their difficulties and find out what is causing the aca-
demic problems. Students at risk of falling behind are also interviewed. Such
action concerns, including those at risk, about 200 students out of a total of
3 000. The SIBT administration puts pressure on teaching staff to monitor
students, too, and pushes them to show responsibility for the students.

Taylors College is a vocational education college offering year-12 (final year
of secondary school) and international undergraduate preparation pro-
grammes, for example for Monash University. It has considerable expertise in
managing the needs of students under 18 years of age. A condition of enrol-
ment at Taylors College is that students attend all scheduled classes. Rolls
are taken at every class and non-attendance is followed up rapidly. Regular
and detailed feedback on progress is given to students and their parents: for-
mal reports are written five times throughout the 40-week course and they
are given to students and sent, unless requested otherwise, to their parents.
In addition, coordinators monitor and track the overall academic progress of
each student every five weeks.

Monitoring of progress of international students is not absent in other coun-
tries and institutions. This is often, however, done in a less formalised and
structured way, and depends on the availability of academic staff and the
responsibility they are willing to take for international students. It is often the
academic staff who notice students with study skills gaps or needs and refer
them to the departmental or centrally organised skills workshops for one-to-
one tutorials.
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11.1.2 Writing and study skills – facilities and workshops 

The bulk of academic support, beyond the availability of teaching staff for
individual consultation during office hours, is made up of purpose-built
workshops, either by the international or central services office, or by a spe-
cialised support unit within the university. A wide range of issues is covered
in these workshops, and varies significantly by institution, or within an institu-
tion among the units in charge of their delivery. Several examples can be
found below.

The only pre-sessional academic support programme at the institutions in-
vestigated for this study is the University of British Columbia ASSIST pro-
gramme (Academic Success: Support for International Students)145. ASSIST
provides new international students with an intensive two and a half weeks of
academic preparation for university life. It is delivered thus in the same for-
mat as several pre-sessional language programmes. It aims to support stu-
dents in becoming successful at a Canadian university. It explores the univer-
sity’s cultural diversity and campus, and introduces students to professors in
their faculty so that they learn what is expected of them. They can also meet
fellow students from around the world. The programme has thus integrated
important social factors into the academic preparation. The programme was
originally run by faculty staff, who established the programme in 2002-03.
Now the running of the programme is linked to a grant, which was won in
2006 by the International Development Office. However, faculty members are
still involved in the programme and deliver several sessions.

The majority of study skills programmes are run during the academic year,
and vary in duration and time commitment, with some being one-off work-
shops targeting one or more specific issues, such as structuring an essay,
or preparing a presentation, while others have a more generic scope and
may spread over several weeks or months. For example the International
Studies Centre of Corvinus University Budapest organises a course on lear-
ning skills for all its new students (most of which are international). During
the course students learn about time management, essay writing, presentati-
on skills, and so on. The course is organised by the students’ academic
supervisor and held in the autumn semester (for eight weeks, twice per
week). The course is believed to help students a great deal, and the feeling –
though there is no hard evidence on this – is that they go on to achieve better
grades than they would have achieved otherwise. The learning skills course
is integrated into the degree programme and is obligatory for all students.

At Macquarie University, a wide range of study skills workshops is offered.
The workshops at Macquarie International are organised by the international
study skills advisor. In addition to organising workshops, this person is avail-
able to see students, especially those at risk of dropping out, one-to-one or
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in small groups. The free workshops run throughout each semester and
include topics such as “understanding assignments”, “exam preparation”,
“effective note-making”, “essay writing”, and “public speaking and presentati-
ons”. In addition to the workshops run by Macquarie International, the Uni-
versity Student Support Service organises a series of free workshops in
common areas of difficulty, including similar items to the international work-
shops. These are open for all Macquarie students, though some are of speci-
fic interest for international students (“how to cope as an international stu-
dent”). The two service units seem to deliver very similar programmes.

Similar workshops are organised at several other universities, such as at the
Learning and Teaching Unit at SOAS, which organises courses on study
skills for all levels, some of them targeting specific students, for example
MPhil students. At Langara College (Canada) the study skills workshops are
run by international counsellors or by the college writing centre. The latter
are open for all students, not only international students. The counselling
department of the college organises general student success workshops on
issues such as exam success, note-taking, learning and memory, as well as
on stress management and career planning.

At the visited Dutch institutions, especially, academic support was in many
cases closely linked with psychological counselling and intercultural
advising. It is considered that very often academic and psychological pro-
blems, and thus also help, are intertwined, such as in cases where students
have difficulty keeping up with the learning schedule. It appears that interna-
tional students are more in need of psychological support than national stu-
dents, often as a result of a high pressure to be successful, either for cultural
reasons (for example, the considerable ambitions of Chinese and other
Asian students) or because the parents have invested much money, which
makes failure a sacrilege. At the same time, Dutch students are not without
such needs, especially since, in some programmes, they are becoming a
minority, and are thus ironically confronted with a different lead culture inside
their own country. Such help is typically available to all students, usually in
groups, but also on an individual basis if needed. There are special services
for international students, though, for example on how to cope with culture
shock and with being “far from home”.

At the university of Groningen, the Centre for Study Support and Academic
Skills (SO, Studie Ondersteuning) serves Dutch and foreign students alike.
All staff of the centre are psychologists. The OS operates predominantly in
Dutch (all but two courses are in Dutch, at present), but intends to increase
its offer in English, to be better able to deal with the increasing number of
international students. The two courses on offer in English, for the moment,
are on “study skills” and “oral presentations”. The study skills course is taught
in two-hour sessions over a period of six weeks, and concentrates on study-
ing texts effectively and on time management. Taking exams and exam
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stress/anxiety, as well as concentration and motivation problems, also form a
part of the programme. The course on oral presentations stretches over five
weeks, with one three-hour session per week. The courses in Dutch cover
more detailed aspects of the same themes (study skills), but extend to issues
such as fear of failure and “study stress”. According to the interviewees, a
particular problem with foreign (especially Asian) students is that they are
not likely to admit their problems (and culture-specific behaviour), and thus
either do not participate in the programmes offered, or do not fully benefit.

The Language and Learning Services (LLS) of Monash University (Austra-
lia) offers programmes free of charge to all Monash students wishing to
improve their academic English and approaches to study, and operates on
all campuses of the university. Courses and workshops are run on general
topics for both undergraduates and postgraduates, including thesis writing,
oral presentations, writing of assignments, reading, and note-taking). Courses
and workshops are also run on discipline-specific topics such as “legal lan-
guage for commercial law”, “writing for sociology”, to “writing for postgra-
duates in engineering”. In addition to the courses, students can make
appointments to work intensively on particular aspects of their English or
their approaches to study. If many students request similar assistance on a
particular subject, the LLS tries to organise group workshops to look at stra-
tegies for dealing with the assignment topic. Students may also approach
LLS to organise a group session on a particular topic. LLS lecturers can pro-
vide supervised sessions during semester to work with students who wish to
improve academic study skills and general English proficiency.

Similarly, the Centre for Academic Writing at the Central European Uni-
versity offers a wide range of support, concentrating especially on writing
skills. One of the most important and well-used options are one-to-one
consultations on written work. Some consultations are mandatory for all stu-
dents, to familiarise them with what the service is about, and to make sure
they understand it is not meant to be a proof-reading service. Students do
not pay for the use of the centre’s services: they are all entitled to twice
weekly support of 30 minutes each during the first semester, after which the
allowance is doubled. During the period of thesis writing, the centre needs
to restrict the available time, as there is much more demand in that time.
The centre organises workshops and writing skills courses, and the depart-
ments are consulted on special needs related to their degree programmes,
which can then be addresses in these sessions. The centre also offers self-
study material on the web, as well as lists of recommended reading on good
academic writing. Former students continue to use the online tool, which is
essentially a collection of links and guides on writing skills. In the student
exit-survey of 2005, more than half of the students responded that writing
support is a valuable part of work at CEU146. Thirty percent of the students
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thought it was a crucial service in its own right. The centre receives informal
positive feedback from alumni for the support; which is considered helpful
not only during university, but afterwards, as it better prepares students for
their future working life.

The Macquarie writing skills centre offers similar support. The centre is
designed especially for undergraduate students, national and international
students alike. Similarly, the university’s numeracy centre, which provides
specific support for all students needing assistance with mathematics, is
open to all Macquarie students, though it is widely used by the international
student population. Thompson Rivers University in Canada offers academic
support to all its students through the writing centre, and mathematics and
statistics centre. While the centres are accessible for both Canadians and
international students, they may offer some workshops specifically targeting
international students. Surveys at the Macquarie University show that,
together with the library resources-session, which is delivered separately
for different subjects by the appropriate librarian, the writing skills centre is
considered the most useful academically-related service.

The counselling department at Langara College offers educational counsell-
ing to help students choose the right study path and institution, and courses
that match students’ educational goals. This is an especially important ser-
vice, as a large part of the college’s international students are on transfer
programme – they move to another institution (usually a PhD awarding uni-
versity) after the first two years of bachelors level study.

11.1.3 Self-study material

The availability of workshops and personal tutoring is often complemented
by the availability of self-study material, and online learning tools. These are
designed to support the work done in the courses or workshops and are
used to assist students who do not want to take part in structured guidance,
or who require more flexibility.

In addition to its workshops, the Monash University Language and Learning
Services (LLS), part of the Centre for Learning and Teaching Support
(CeLTS), has two Student Resource Centres where students may use
video, audio, print and computer-based resources. LSS staff have developed
a range of student materials, including specialised course booklets, and a
selection of other learning materials. The LLS Lab has 20 computers for self-
study, with specialised software providing assistance in assignment writing,
speaking, and listening. There are also computer-based tutorials on lan-
guage and study skills development, a discussion forum, and other online
resources, such as the Online Student Resource Centre. The “QuickRefs”,
one of the best used items of the Online Student Resource Centre, are quick
reference sheets on academic skills such as citing sources, reading strate-
gies, and study methods.
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Taylors College delivers the university preparatory course for Monash Uni-
versity. Currently, the teaching of each subject in the preparatory programmes
is enhanced by the use of study guides. The study guides complement the
usual course textbooks and are produced by the course teachers. Study
guides take a variety of forms and may include course work books, samples
of exemplary material, problem solving strategies, summary notes, extension
materials, practice questions, past exam papers and so on. The number of
study guides per subject varies from four to twenty or more, and they are all
reviewed and updated by teachers on an annual basis. The college is cur-
rently in the process of converting these study guides into e-documents to
put on the student intranet.

At Macquarie University students have access to an online Information
Skills training package. It helps students understand how to find library
material, how to search a database, how to research the internet, and so on.
The Macquarie Gateway provides online writing support and covers topics
such as academic writing, assignment expectations, and time management.
The gateway also gives some sample essays with marker feedback for stu-
dents to learn from. Both tools are placed in the university intranet and are
accessible to all students.

The LEAP (Learning Enhancement Academic Partnerships) initiative of
the University of British Columbia is an online catalogue of academic re-
sources on campus, available to all its students. It began as a collaborative
effort between the Alma Mater Society (AMS), the Coordinator of Student
Services, and the Office of Student Development, and it now also includes
other offices and departments. The catalogue is interactive, with links to
study groups and information on new technology. The next developments
include the insertion of additional content specifically for international stu-
dents. LEAP has many online tools for the self-assessment and development
of study skills, though the programme also organises study skills workshops
and offers students the possibility to create study groups.

11.1.4 Peer academic support 

The use of student mentors for academic support has been experimented
with at several institutions. Some of the main benefits include the financial
viability of the programmes (student mentors work for free or for a relatively
small premium) and most importantly, the fact that international students are
likely to feel less intimidated to express questions and address their acade-
mic difficulties with peers, than with academic staff. Not all of the peer-sup-
port programmes are designed for international students, but in many cases
they form the largest user group. The involvement of international students
as mentors is seen as contributing to the success of the programmes.

The Peer Assisted Learning – programme (PAL) at Macquarie University is
organised by the Division (Department) of Economic and Financial Studies
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(EFS). In this programme, students help other accounting students in small
subject-specific working groups. The student leaders are hired and trained by
the EFS to prepare and deliver the sessions, and are selected on the basis
of good performance in the module in questionsand if they have good facili-
tation skills. Each of the five peer leaders run two to three sessions each
semester, usually before the module tests. In addition to practising the sub-
ject matter by solving course work problems for the traditionally difficult
course modules, students gain important study skills and learn to study in a
more independent manner. The programme is open to all students who are
interested, international or national. One of its perceived bonuses is that it
does not target only poor students, but all those who want to improve their
chances of doing better in the related exams. Performance tracking shows
that students perform better when they attend one of the working groups.
PAL is considered very important, because it gives students the chance to
ask “stupid questions” to other students, not a professor, which would be
especially difficult for students from certain cultural backgrounds (especially
Asia). The programme is now run only for the accounting programme, but
there are plans to extend it to other degree programmes within the Economic
and Financial Studies Division. However, most international students are in
the EFS accounting programme and already have access to it.

The same division organises another programme for its students: “Success
at EFS”. It is organised soon after the induction weeks and gives advice on
how to make the university years a success. It is run by a student panel of
three to four students from different backgrounds, study levels and pro-
grammes, and a member of academic staff. The programme is usually
attended by a small group of about 10-20 students. The panel responds to
questions and comments from students, touching on issues regarding avail-
able academic support, study tips, and so on.

The University of British Columbia (UBC) is piloting a new programme cal-
led Peer Academic Coaching (PAC). The programme is designed for inter-
national students and aims at offering them the possibility to connect with
other students to re-examine their personal academic strengths and weak-
nesses. Students are expected to commit approximately one to two hours a
week for the entire academic semester (the programme runs for the whole
year, but the two semesters are separate entities), and will be paired with
an academic coach. The coach, a senior student at UBC, will mentor the
student in various aspects of academic life at UBC, with a focus on key aca-
demic issues that affect many students – for example, learning tools, study
tips, and academic issues such as study habits and techniques, study
resources, coping and problem solving strategies, and academic tutoring
and advice. Every month the academic coaches meet with the programme
coordinators to discuss the progress of students, the development of the
programme, identify issues and solutions, and brainstorm issues to be
addresses in the future. In the academic year 2006-07, the PAC programme
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will be available only to UBC students enrolled in the Faculty of Arts and the
Faculty of Science.

The Learning and Teaching Unit (LTU) at SOAS uses student staff for its
one-to-one tutorials. PhD students usually hold the personal sessions where
undergraduate students come and discuss their essays and learn where to
improve. In this case, the main perceived benefit is that Asian students,
especially, are more willing to come and discuss their work with a student,
rather than a member of (academic) staff.

11.2 Career enhancement: providing work opportunities and 
improving international competencies

It is a widely shared feeling that university is not only meant to provide aca-
demic preparation and transmit knowledge to its students, but should effec-
tively prepare them for the labour market, or “for life”. Universities are in-
creasingly expected to provide assistance in gaining skills that are regarded
as adding value to the university degree, and which go beyond subject-speci-
fic expertise. International competences, work experience and other personal
skills are considered to be very important. While many of the skills demand-
ed can be gained “indirectly” and would not necessarily be taught separately
– for example, independent thinking, leadership, international communica-
tion, and teamwork – the increase in international experience among gra-
duates and the increase in the number of graduates overall, have led to a
greater need for students to be able to demonstrate additional skills and par-
ticipation in extra-curricular activities. By showing wide interests, students
may improve their chances in the job market or when applying for further
study opportunities.

One of the most frequent requests of international students regards opportu-
nities for gaining work experience during their studies, but due to visa regula-
tions they are often disadvantaged compared to national students. This is
especially relevant for countries with rigid immigration rules and long proce-
dures to obtain work permits, or for countries where no paid employment
may be taken up by student visa holders. While this is perhaps the area of
services least directly related to academic study (in contrast to language or
academic support, or even practical issues which need to be taken care of
as a precondition for study abroad), work opportunities are perceived as one
of the most important services from several students’ points of view, and is
an important issue taken into consideration when choosing an institution.

Most visited institutions have a permanent careers service, which is typically
not specific for international students. These services may also be involved in
providing specific skills or information workshops, which are not strictly relat-
ed to academic or language competences, but rather to the fitness for job
markets. Such workshops may cover job interview techniques, CV-writing,
group discussions, employees’ rights, as well as other related issues. Not all
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of these are specifically designed for international students, but they are
often well used by them. This is the case with the Central European Universi-
ty careers service workshops147, whereas at Simon Fraser University the
international office organises a series of workshops specifically for internatio-
nal students, the current series of which concentrates on job-search skills.

International students are, almost by definition, exposed to other cultures,
and thus likely to gain international competences informally through friends-
hips, interaction with flatmates and the surrounding environment, and simply
studying in a foreign country and educational system. However, some univer-
sities have created specific schemes to facilitate international interaction on
campus, including for local students, where they provide tools, such as
awards or certificates, to enable students to demonstrate their interest and
skills to future employers. Some such awards are described below, following
examples of innovative volunteering and work experience schemes.

Providing opportunities for work experience – the Canadian case

Allowing international students to work off-campus has been a widely dis-
cussed topic all across Canada in recent years. International students were
only allowed to work on campus for a limited number of hours, and in some
provinces (depending on regulations set by trade unions) only on an unpaid
basis. This represented a major challenge for higher education institutions,
especially units providing services to international students: given that inter-
national students value the possibility of gaining work experience during their
studies, being able to offer them that, or not, has an impact on the institu-
tion’s attractiveness. The creation of different volunteering schemes and
other opportunities to gain work experiences is seen as crucial at many
Canadian institutions. In April 2006, however, after continuing advocacy
efforts by a number of national and provincial organisations, the federal
government instituted policy and regulation changes to allow international
students to work off-campus for 20 hours per week. Higher education institu-
tions have to monitor the students’ educational performance to maintain an
overall policy focus on academic achievement.

Volunteering schemes

Langara College Volunteer programme IEVP is a selective scheme; candi-
dates go through an application process, including an interview, prior to
being admitted. The positions are unpaid; students take them up for the sake
of work experience and the programme’s prestige. Minimum required en-
gagement is 10 hours of work per trimester, but many students work up to
six times the required hours. The hired students help the International Edu-
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cation (IE) office in its activities, services, events, and workshops, and the
ideas of the volunteers feed into services provided by the IE. IEVP volun-
teers have designed an international student paper-based newsletter, “Inter-
national etcetera”, which is entirely driven and written by international stu-
dents. In the Simon Fraser University Volunteer programme the volun-
teers are international programmes assistants, who work two to four hours
per week during the autumn, and have as one of their duties to help with the
orientation programme for international exchange students. After that, the
volunteers are required to work four to six hours each month preparing and
distributing advertisements for international events, and contributing to the
international newsletter, or similar tasks. The volunteer workers get training
before they start.

UBC paid Work Learn programme

The University of British Columbia Work Learn is a wage-subsidy programme
for international students seeking work on campus, partly sponsored by the
International Student Initiative. For every qualified international student hired
for a Work Learn position, the university contributes C$ 9 per hour towards
the hourly wage (ca. C$ 12 – 17) for up to 150 hours each term, while the
supervisor pays the remaining amount. The goals of the programme are
partly linked to providing students and work places with opportunities to gain
international experience, and giving the international students a chance to
gain useful work experience. Furthermore, there is a clear financial incentive
both for students and employers (who get a heavily subsidised employee).
The UBC staff can create projects or positions suitable for the Work Learn
programme, or students can take the initiative and talk to staff members
about creating a fitting position. The programme is open only for international
students: for Canadian students there is a government-financed “work study”
programme, for which international students are not eligible. The first year of
the Work Learn programme was in 2005-06, therefore it is still in its pilot
phase. There are currently 25 positions each year.

In addition to these specific schemes, the buddy or mentor schemes in ope-
ration at several of the visited institutions provide the mentors with work
experience, which is considered valuable and often certified. The buddy
schemes are described more in detail in section 8.3 above.

Facilitating contact with and entry to the job market

Enabling students to gain work experience on or off campus involves,
beyond specific schemes and programmes, practical support. The Internatio-
nal Office of HEC Montréal, for example, helps students with work permit
procedures. The international office does the work for the migration authori-
ties and can help accelerate the process and reduce the waiting time from
three months to a week. A faster procedure is often a precondition for the
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international student to be able to take advantage of the available opportuni-
ties (for example, job offers for jobs starting almost immediately). At Thomp-
son Rivers University, work permits are also an important issue for internatio-
nal students, and often one of the first questions prospective students ask
about. Being able to offer support can provide a competitive advantage for
the institution. Macquarie International has a member of staff dedicated to
organising internships for international students. This person contacts
potential employers and deals with practical issues like work permits. The
hope is that the disincentives for the employers to take an international intern
(they create more work, because of the application for permits, for example)
are reduced, and opportunities for international students consequently im-
proved.

The n+i network keeps a database of all the international engineering stu-
dents it recruits for the French engineering schools. The network’s participat-
ing companies have access to the database of students qualified for univer-
sity studies in France, and can establish a partnership with one or more
international students by funding all or part of their studies and welcoming
them for a placement or internship. The help provided with obtaining an
internship during the two-year postgraduate degree programme is consider-
ed by n+i students to be one of the most important services provided by the
network.

Gaining and demonstrating international and other competences

The aim of the Macquarie University global leadership programme is to
encourage international activity of students. It was created to improve the
international experience of both international and national students, and to
enable them to gain (and show evidence for) the kind of “soft skills” that
employers may be looking for in a new graduate. The programme is not cre-
dit bearing, but students need to collect points to get a certificate. The total
number of points to be collected is 150, of which about half can be gained by
a semester abroad. Points are awarded for any international activity, like
mentoring international students, attending international workshops, or for
international units within the course programme (such as foreign languages
or regional studies). The programme also organises for distinguished interna-
tional speakers to come and speak to the participating students. During the
first year, 500 students participated in the programme. The number had tripl-
ed by its third year in 2006. Now, for example, most students at the Econo-
mics and Financial Studies Division (the division with most international stu-
dents) are involved in the programme, and actively encouraged by the divi-
sion to be so.

A comparable programme is being developed at Leeds Metropolitan Univer-
sity. The global citizenship award aims to encourage and reward internatio-
nal activity among both international and national students. It is also based
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on gaining points for almost any kind of organised international activity.
Malaspina University College awards an “international proficiency certifi-
cate” for credits in languages, internationally oriented courses, study abroad,
40 hours of work with international students (for Canadian students), and
internationally oriented projects. While the programme is open for all stu-
dents, one of the main benefits is considered to be that it gets Canadian stu-
dents interested in being involved in international issues at the university.

During the first months in the n+i engineering programme transition se-
mester148, international students often struggle between survival and failure.
The n+i has launched a study-related competition, which is perceived to help
students gain self-confidence and overcome some of the difficulties of the
first months. The prize is given to the best bachelors thesis of the participat-
ing international students (all students in this programme are postgraduates):
the first selection is carried out within each of the 15 transition semester pro-
grammes and a national scientific committee then assesses the 15 finalists.
Three “super-finalists” present their work in the n+i forum, where the win-
ner(s) of the € 1 000 prize (sponsored by a bank) are determined. The n+i
forum takes place before the students depart for their different destination
universities after the transition semester. The event gathers all international
engineering students recruited through n+i for a conference on an interdisci-
plinary theme within the subject area (for example, ethics of the engineering
profession). At the same time, students have a chance to meet companies
interested in recruiting engineering graduates, or in offering them internship
opportunities. The aim of the forum is to link a theme that one school could
not easily cover, as well as to offer the opportunity of confrontation with
labour market.

Langara College started a new programme, at the beginning of 2006, called
Langara Plus. It is based on existing services and open to international stu-
dents in college transfer programmes149. The purpose is to offer the students
a framework to make the most of available services at the college, to develop
their skills, and to have a way to demonstrate all this to the university they
want to transfer to, or even to a future employer. Students get a “passport” in
which their extra-curricular activities, such as social events and skills work-
shops, are registered.
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12 Practical support, welfare, and leisure

This last chapter on services for international students focuses on services
that are more practical than study-related (as opposed to language and aca-
demic support, for example). “Practical support” includes administrative
issues, assistance with housing, welfare support and free-time activities.
There may be some overlap with previous sections, especially with the sec-
tions on information provision and academic or career-related support.

As practical support and leisure activities (including sports) are not the focal
point of the study, only an overview of the position, significance, and type of
services on offer will be given in this chapter. It should be underlined that
their less direct relation to study-success does not make them less important
for international students, or institutions. Many practical issues, or adminis-
trative procedures need to be taken care of for international students to be
able to arrive, stay and take up study at a foreign institution and in a foreign
country: without required permits in place, or without a place to stay, stu-
dents cannot take up their studies.

The provision of practical support may at times be very time-consuming, and
especially visa-related issues tend to take a lion’s share of the time of inter-
national office staff and are sometimes perceived as limiting the possibilities
for the development of other less strictly necessary support.

Organisation and availability of support

The provision of practical support is often very centralised, as it is in many
cases highly administrative. Academic departments are therefore likely to
have a less extensive role in their delivery. On the other hand, the role of stu-
dent associations or unions may be significant for the delivery of the social
and leisure activities or events and the organisation of legal advice, and sup-
port for students with families. In universities with widely separate provision
of support for international students (from national students) the office in
charge of practical support may also deliver a wide variety of other services.

One part of practical support available at most institutions is specific for inter-
national students, especially regarding visa applications and renewals, or
residence permits, and is often organised by the international office or its
equivalent. In institutions with highly integrated services, this kind of support
is almost the only one offered separately to international students. It is also
one of the most widely spread services, even at institutions where little other
support is on offer for international or national degree students. Practical
support related to international issues is usually concentrated in an interna-
tional office, or similar, as they require specific international competence and
knowledge of regulations, laws, and practices. Much practical support may
be provided similarly to national and international students. This includes
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facilities (often considered by the universities as an important part of their
service provision) not in the scope of this study, like computer laboratories,
access to internet and an e-mail account, libraries, refectories and campus
shops.

International students usually have access to the same basic practical sup-
port as national students. Additional services not available to or needed by
national students may be offered to international students. The reasons may
be simply based on assessment of needs (international students need more
practical support than national students) or on the idea that students paying
higher fees (which is the case of international students in most of the coun-
tries included in this study) should get additional services, or should be
“pampered”. With other services, the extent and availability of practical sup-
port at an institution is determined, at least partially, by two main factors: 1)
the availability of financial resources (and the level of student fees) and 2)
the institutional policy on internationalisation. The institutional recruitment
policy – whether for example the focus is on trying to recruit as many good
standard undergraduate students as possible, or on attracting the very best
postgraduates – has an impact on the type of services receiving particular
attention and resources.

Whatever organisational model is chosen, and whether the same unit in
charge of practical issues is also in charge of other areas of international
student support, internal communication between the units involved is very
important. Both the central services (or international office) staff, as well as
departments, lecturers, and student societies should be aware of the overall
offer and be able to redirect students with specific needs to the appropriate
facility. Often this role is especially crucial for well-being-related support,
where the first point of contact (most often the international office) needs to
be able to detect cases that require expert attention.

12.1 Being able to stay

Visa and permits

As has been stated above, the main items of “practical support” for interna-
tional students are related to visa issues, residence permits and registration
with the local police. Legal services, even when available for all students, are
often used most by international students150. For example, at the University
of Maastricht, legal advice is more in demand by foreigners than Dutch stu-
dents, and usually to address visa and residence matters.
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At several institutions most of the time of international office staff is spent
answering enquiries and producing documents for visa applications and
renewals, both for students and in some cases their families. Visa support is
one of the most frequently used individual services. The extent of involve-
ment of the institution ranges from simple issuance of visa documents to
dealing with the whole administrative process. In some cases, in addition to
the engagement of the international office, also the local students’ union may
have an office dealing with immigration issues (for example at Leeds Univer-
sity and Leeds Metropolitan University in the UK).

Accommodation

International students consider the availability of assistance with finding suit-
able and good-value accommodation near to the university to be crucially
important. While this may also be an important services for national students
(though not always made available to them), international students face
further difficulties as they may lack knowledge on the areas where to live, on
legal issues regarding rental contracts or deposits, on typical costs and
arrangements, or may not even know where to start to look for a place. Sup-
port with arranging housing is even more important for students studying in a
language other than the local language, who might not be able to communi-
cate adequately with private landlords or agencies151.

Housing support ranges from the availability of lists of approved agencies or
available accommodation to direct support with contacting landlords, further
to organising and offering accommodation to all (or most) international stu-
dents, at least for the first year of study. The Central European University
(Hungary), which is a small international postgraduate institution, organises
a temporary apartment search office for the first weeks of the academic year.
Corvinus University Budapest, on the other hand, provides lists of approved
agencies and organises support for contacting potential landlords. In some
countries the availability of home-stay, often organised only for international
students and by the international office, is a preferred option for young
undergraduate students, as it offers them the possibility to stay in a family
environment for the first year away from home. Such home-stays are relative-
ly popular in Australia and Canada, and may also be a good “selling point” for
the institution, especially as many young Asian students and their families
have shown great interest in such arrangements.

At some institutions international students have access to the general central
level housing or accommodation office (or the students’ union accommoda-
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tion service) together with local students. This is the case, for example, at the
School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS, London) and the University of
Groningen in the Netherlands. At the latter, the Housing Office acts as an
intermediary (an agent) between the student and the landlord in the case of
private accommodation. However, it also manages some 800 beds in eleven
dormitories available only for international students. Some institutions organise
separate international students housing support, for example through their
international office. This is the case at Langara College and HEC Montréal,
and at Maastricht University. HEC Montréal does not find housing for its
international students, but it gives support and advice on accommodation
terminology, law and common rules, and provides access to housing infor-
mation sources.

The Leeds University international office organises temporary accommoda-
tion in the university’s catered halls of residence for new international stu-
dents who have not found accommodation before arrival, or whose accom-
modation is not yet available. Students can stay there for about two weeks,
after which there is a mini-bus service to help them move from the temporary
to permanent accommodation. In addition, the university operates, also for
the Leeds Metropolitan University, a meet and greet service over 11 days at
the start of the academic year. During this time, the services bring students
to their accommodation from the railway station or airport from early morning
to late evening. A similar service is available at some other visited institu-
tions.

12.2 Being well

Second to practical support enabling students to stay, many institutions pay
special attention to the physical and psychological well-being of their stu-
dents. International students, especially, may require special assistance in
getting access to a medical doctor and also seem to have, generally speak-
ing, more need for psychological counselling than their local peers. This may
be explained by several factors such as being away from one’s cultural con-
text, family, and social network, or the pressure under which some of the
international students may live due to expectations of the family, or the cultu-
ral unacceptability of failure. While health support, including psychological
counselling, is often also available to national students, it is in many cases
considered especially relevant for international students, and often more
widely used by them.

Several counselling services organise preventive workshops on issues such
as stress management, work management, or anxiety, as well as courses on
intercultural communication or relations. The counsellors are in many cases
trained psychologists, but staff at the international office or other support
units may also need to address urgent problems and give first hand support
for students. For example, at Simon Fraser University, together with the
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orientation programme, non-academic advice is considered to be one of the
most essential services. Although the international office staff are not trained
as crisis managers, they are often the first point of contact for international
students with psychological or health problems. At Thompson Rivers Univer-
sity (Canada), international students’ personal problems take up the most
time of international office advisors after visa issues. The advisors frequently
deal directly with parents, too. Advice is available in several languages,
including Mandarin, Spanish, Korean, and Japanese, to facilitate contact with
students and their parents. Also Taylors College (Australia) provides students
with the opportunity to discuss personal problems in their native language.

Some counselling activities, although delivered by psychologists, are closely
related to academic support. This is the case at several of the visited Dutch
institutions, including the University of Leiden, where the student psycholo-
gists also deal with study-related problems. According to the interviewees,
the two are often inseparable, as in the case of exam stress, motivation for
study, study productivity, or learning problems. Because of their relationship
to study-success, these examples are described further in section 11.1.

Some institutions have given great attention to supporting disabled students.
Such support can reach important levels and include, for example, reader
helpers for visually impaired students, availability of texts in Braille, or provid-
ing lectures in written format for students with serious hearing difficulties –
therefore covering much more than simply physical access to buildings, such
as via wheelchair ramps. Such support is obviously not specifically for inter-
national students. Several institutions also organise childcare facilities and
advice for students with families. This may be especially relevant for mature
and postgraduate students, and the extent of investment in childcare and
family support may be related to the institutional strategy in student recruit-
ment.

12.3 Feeling good (and having fun)

Students need to be healthy both in mind and body in order to meet the
demands of higher education study in a foreign country. Indeed, students are
assumed to perform better if they are happy and content with student life as
a whole. Many institutions invest time and resources in the organisation of
free-time and leisure activities, or in offering international students the oppor-
tunity to socialise with each other and with local students. This can take diffe-
rent forms, from organised activities to informal gatherings. Students’ unions
and other student associations may also be involved in the delivery of such
services.

At Macquarie University, Leeds Metropolitan University, the University of
Leeds, and the Corvinus University Budapest International Studies Centre,
for example, the international office or student services office organises day-
trips or excursions to different destinations. These trips are meant to offer
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students an opportunity to see more of the country they are living in, and to
get to know fellow international students from other disciplines better. Many
other events are also organised at various institutions, ranging from sports
tournaments to cultural events (concerts, cabarets, theatre, exhibitions) and
special international events, such as the Corvinus University “Introduction of
cultures” fair, which is coordinated by the student services office but organis-
ed by international students. The Corvinus ISC student council organises
various parties and social events throughout the academic year. The Central
European University, also in Budapest, has earmarked funds for student
initiatives: students can make project or event proposals and may be support-
ed financially by the student services office. At the University of Lausanne,
the student association has an important role in the organisation of free-time
activities, excursions, and events for international students. Initially, such
events where designed only for international exchange students, but they
were later extended to all international students.

Some of the social activities may be exclusively for international students,
while others have the specific purpose of facilitating integration with local stu-
dents and involve both student groups. Others are open to all interested stu-
dents without specific attention to nationality. At some institutions the interna-
tional office or its equivalent hosts a common room where international stu-
dents can gather and meet each other in an informal setting. For example,
the Simon Fraser University international office has set up an international
lounge, which is open from early morning to late evening on all weekdays.
The lounge has wireless computer access, cable TV, a pool table, and a
bulleting board, and is open to all SFU students. The aim is to facilitate bring-
ing students from different countries together in an environment that is com-
fortable to study, relax and meet in. The University of Leeds international
office organises a weekly international café. The café gathers about 30-40
students from different countries, and although it is also open for UK stu-
dents, they do not attend very frequently. The office building also has a
lounge for international students, which is used to meet other students and
arrange, for example, language exchanges.

The Thompson Rivers University International Student Activity Programme
tries to mix Canadian and international students. It is a paying but highly sub-
sidised programme, partly run by volunteers, which organises hockey
games, wine tours, competitions, and parties. The programme has been well
received and attended. At the University of Groningen, the central-level Cul-
tural Centre offers a wide range of facilities and activities for all of its stu-
dents. It has its own theatre and it offers courses and workshops in, amongst
other things, dance, drama, photography, creative writing, and video produc-
tion. It also stages regular exhibitions and organises discussion events and
film showings. However, only a minority of activities are in English, and are
therefore not designed for, or accessible to, a large proportion of the univer-
sity’s international students.
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Student clubs are an important social forum for both national and internatio-
nal students. The clubs may cover the most varied range of interests from
country or subject-specific clubs (for example, the German society or the
geography society), to religious or political groups, to different sports, art,
and music. They are in most cases coordinated by the students’ union or
association.

Several institutions organise religious services, for example by employing a
university chaplain, or reserving a room for prayer. Special sensitivity is call-
ed for in respect to international students who may come from different reli-
gious backgrounds to that of the main (local) student body, and who may see
practising their religion as an important part of their daily life. Institutions with
a long tradition in receiving international students from culturally different
backgrounds, and from different faiths, cater, for example, for the dietary
requirements of different religions in their refectories.
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13 Conclusions and recommendations

This study investigated support for international degree students in a selec-
tion of institutions in Australia, Canada, France, Hungary, the Netherlands,
Switzerland and the United Kingdom. The previous chapters presented
several example cases of preparatory programmes and services for interna-
tional students at different institutions in these countries, and analysed the
advantages and disadvantages of different approaches and organisational
models from the point of view of both the institution and the students. Some
of the main questions that have been addressed in the study are:

– Why is student support important and what is understood by the term
‘support’?

– What are considered to be the essential areas of support, both for the
study success of the student and the attractiveness of an institution?

– Who should be responsible for providing support services for international
students and how can they best be organised?

– To what extent do the services offered meet expectations, and how do
they contribute to national and institutional policies – for example, on
internationalisation or recruitment?

The study has concentrated specifically on support for international degree
students, as a different category from international exchange students, and
looked into university preparatory programmes as well as other mainly study-
related services delivered in the course of the degree programmes. The
study has been intentionally descriptive, presenting examples from the visit-
ed countries and institutions as a basis for drawing conclusions on different
approaches and best practices. While other approaches and interesting
models of practice in student support may exist in other countries, or in the
ones studied in this work, the examples reported here permit the identifica-
tion of general features attributable to international students and their needs,
essential areas of support, and general lines for the organisation of such
support. These observations inform the recommendations on how issues of
international student support could be adequately addressed.

The national context, the institutional mission, the composition of the interna-
tional student body, recruitment targets, available resources (for example tui-
tion fees), and many other factors have an important impact on support for
international students. They affect both the desirability and function of prepa-
ratory programmes, and the extent of in-course services that are perceived
as essential and sustainable. It is clear that in organising support for interna-
tional students one size does not fit all. The following therefore serve mainly
as suggestions; to provoke thought on the elaboration, development, or
reform of support for international students within a country or in an institu-
tion.
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Basic principles

The attractiveness of an institution and its competitive position
depends on the support structures in place

Competitive institutions need to provide support, and increasingly wide sup-
port. Few, if any, institutions can afford not to take into account the needs of
international students and to invest in specific support for these students: in
first instance, in some basic services, which are deemed as essential (the
evaluation of which should be based on the needs of students) and then in
specific “extra” services. The quality of an institution is increasingly measured
through various criteria: in addition to the quality of teaching and research,
the quality of services has become an important factor. Smaller or less well-
known institutions, in particular, may develop high-level services for their
competitive advantage.

With the introduction or increase in fees, students’ expectations are likely to
rise. Responding adequately to these expectations is important for an institu-
tion’s attractiveness at home and globally.

The overriding concern in organising support should be the students’
needs

Support for international students may be based on a number of expecta-
tions and motivations, among which improving student performance and
retention, recruitment motivations – in the form of the institution’s overall
attractiveness or the provision of alternative entrance routes to increase the
potential student base and variety – financial incentives, and the concern for
student well-being and the feeling of responsibility towards them. While
various motivations may exist and play a role in the design and delivery of
student support from the institutional perspective, the students’ needs should
remain paramount and services should be developed so that those needs
are met as effectively as possible. In other words, available support should
not be designed only with financial concerns or the institution’s competitive-
ness in mind. The main aim of support should always be to offer alternative
entry channels to higher education, or to improve the success in it of interna-
tional students, together with facilitating their integration into the new learn-
ing environment and improving their overall student experience.

International students have more needs than national students 

International students are likely to have different needs, more needs, and
more urgent needs than national students. Language difficulties, different
learning and teaching methods, culture shock, and lack of a social network
or family support can all have a strong impact on the experience and suc-
cess of international students. Many international students also face practical
obstacles, related to visas, work permits, or health insurance schemes,
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which are not easily overcome without support from the host institution. The
recognition of the different needs of international students is the first step
towards providing them with adequate support.

International students are not, however, a homogeneous whole, and there-
fore cannot be treated as such. While all students are likely to require some
basic services, such as adequate information, opportunities for language
development, guidance on study methods, and support with practical arrange-
ments, the extent of needs is likely to vary to a significant extent between
students from different countries and cultural backgrounds. Students from
neighbouring countries, for example within Europe, are likely to need less
cultural adaptation than those arriving from further away, for example from
Asia. Fewer services may be needed if students have for the most part al-
ready attended a preparatory programme or a language course prior to the
start of the degree programme, or if most foreign students are permanent
local residents. Sensitivity to individual students’ needs and a personalised
approach to support is fundamental in cases where great variations exist
among international students, or where a small number of individuals come
from a different background to the main international student body.

Support should be matched with recruitment targets and admission
requirements

The degree and range of services depends on the composition of the stu-
dent body – both current and expected – of the university. The support offer-
ed and, importantly, the availability of preparatory programmes, should be
matched with the recruitment strategy and internationalisation priorities of
the institution or the country in question, and be adjusted as the student
body transforms and priorities change: different student groups are likely to
need and give more importance to different support structures.

The cultural and linguistic needs of students from different countries are
important, but the academic level of students has an impact on the required
services too. Undergraduate and postgraduate students require different
services both in terms of academic and practical support. National and insti-
tutional recruitment priorities should have an impact on the type of services
available: those who invest heavily in (fee-paying) undergraduates, for ex-
ample, should provide more services targeting their needs and interests,
while those who want to attract international researchers should design their
services to meet the specific needs of postgraduate students.

Likewise, institutional or national admissions criteria, and most importantly,
the equivalency of certificates and their validity for admissions purposes,
should be taken into account when planning preparatory programmes or in-
course support. Institutions need to ensure either that certificates from target
countries are accepted directly, or that appropriate preparatory programmes
are offered. In-course support should ensure that admitted students acquire
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the required skills and competences to be able to succeed in the degree pro-
gramme.

Tracking students is the key to evaluating the impact of support

Support for students is usually set up in response to perceived needs, or in
order to reach a set of aims and objectives. These may be related to student
performance, students’ overall satisfaction, or the institution’s attractiveness
to students from abroad. While all of the visited institutions stated at least
some of these as the underlying motivation for the offer of support, and a
determining factor in their design, there was no coherent approach to track-
ing whether the objectives were met – i.e. whether the support had the desir-
ed impact on the students or the institutions.

Institutions should consider ways to improve the tracking of international stu-
dents’ performance, measuring the use of and satisfaction with available sup-
port, and the impact of support on students’ destination choice. This will
allow institutions to evaluate the impact of available support and the appro-
priateness of existing support structures for the institutional strategy and
aims. Furthermore, knowing what students need and what they think of the
available services is instrumental for their further development. From a
marketing point of view, being able to show evidence for the positive impact
of preparatory programmes or other support services may enhance the
image of the institution

Difficulties in assessing costs and benefits

Services are seen as a part of what an institution has to offer in order to be
attractive, and in many cases their financial costs or benefits are not
evaluated. One part of the difficulty in assessing the financial viability of
support, and its value, is that little information is collected on its impact and
benefits. The assessment of related costs is also often very difficult, or
impossible. The service-providing units, or preparatory programmes, are
rarely entirely financially independent: they may use university facilities
belonging to faculties or other units, or offer skills training and programmes
in cooperation with university professors or other staff, who are not paid for
by the support unit itself. In addition, the financial spill-over effects are diffi-
cult to evaluate: it is almost impossible to know how many students give
positive feedback and influence the choice of other students in favour of the
university, and thus bring in tuition fee income, or how many of them stay on
for a postgraduate degree as a result of the support they received as under-
graduate students. The indirect financial costs and benefits blur the overall
picture and hinder an adequate assessment of their efficiency. Therefore,
while a generally cost-conscious attitude could be observed in most support
units, it is difficult to achieve an overarching institution-wide view of the cost-
benefit relationship.
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Preparatory programmes

The study has identified three main types of preparatory programmes for
international students: undergraduate preparatory programmes, postgraduate
preparatory programmes, and pathways, which combine pre-degree prepa-
ration with first year degree curriculum in an integrated intensive programme.
Preparatory programmes seem to be important especially where students
with a secondary school certificate from certain countries (often developing
countries) cannot be admitted directly to a university. Furthermore, they may
be very beneficial for students from culturally very different backgrounds to
the host institutions, like for example Asian students in Western countries, or
those very young in age.

Cooperation brings benefits, but demands a degree of uniformity in
terms of admissions criteria and objectives

Within pre-undergraduate programmes, three main delivery models were
identified: institutional programmes (with example cases from Australia, Cana-
da, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom), network programmes (the UK),
and national level programmes (Switzerland). The appropriateness of each of
these delivery models depends largely on the national context in which institu-
tions operate, and most importantly on the differences (or similarities) in
admissions criteria between single institutions within the country in question.
It is likely that in countries such as Switzerland, where institutions apply large-
ly similar admissions criteria – a pass in a national admissions test – a natio-
nal level programme may be relevant and have a useful function. However, in
countries where institutions’ selection criteria differ to a wide degree, and
where institutions compete, at least to a certain extent, with each other, insti-
tutional preparatory programmes may be more appropriate. They can offer
better guarantees for students and institutions that the preparation corres-
ponds to the requirements of the prospective university. The limitation of the
institutional model is its cost: only institutions with a relatively large number of
international students may be able to deliver such programmes independent-
ly. Smaller institutions, or those with fewer international degree students, may
prefer a compromise solution, such as a consortium or a network of several
institutions, either in a geographical area, or within a field of study, which can
cooperate for the delivery of such programmes.

Reasonable prospects of success validate preparatory programmes 

The rationale of preparatory programmes is that they offer adequate training
for international students to be able to progress to degree studies at a local
higher education institution, at undergraduate or postgraduate level. Many
preparatory programmes are non-accredited and remain outside the formal
higher education framework152. Their “accreditation” and quality assurance
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often come from their links to the cooperating universities, and from the pro-
gression guarantees these institutions are willing to offer for students of the
relevant preparatory programmes. Several institutions guarantee students
who have successfully completed an associated preparatory programme
admission to their degree programmes. Students may be required to either
simply pass the programme, or to achieve certain minimum grades, but the
most important feature is that no additional admissions criteria are usually
applied, such as supplementary tests or interviews.

Good success rates in the preparatory programme and consequently good
chances for progression into a degree programme are crucial both for the
reputation and attractiveness of the programmes. There should also be a
responsibility towards students: they should not be admitted to preparatory
courses without a fair chance of achieving the objective of admission into a
degree programme. Selection criteria should therefore also be applied for
admission into the preparatory programmes, and these should be matched
with the admissions requirements for the programme or institution the stu-
dent wants to progress to.

The external provision of preparatory programmes requires robust
quality assurance and access to services

Delivery models of university preparatory programmes may vary, and in
some cases independent external providers can deliver courses. To ensure
that the required levels are reached during the programme, the provider and
the connected institution/institutions need to agree on quality criteria, curricu-
la, and admissions. Without an agreement and control by the receiving uni-
versity, the programmes are not likely to be able to guarantee students direct
admission to the university on completion.

If preparatory programmes are delivered by an external provider, which are
in many of the investigated cases vocationally oriented institutions, care
should be taken to make sure that students have access to sufficient facilities
and services as appropriate for their study level. Close links with the future
university should be created and maintained throughout the programme, and
students should be provided with opportunities to meet staff and students of
the future university, and preferably to access the campus facilities. While this
is important for all preparatory programme students, it is especially relevant
for postgraduate preparation: these students should have access to suffi-
ciently well-equipped university or research libraries, and should be provided
with opportunities to start building links with the local academic community.
Failing this, pre-postgraduate students may experience “academic isolation”.
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New masters programme providers need to consider postgraduate
preparation

With the introduction of a new degree structure in European countries
adhering to the Bologna process, several universities will start receiving
international students at a new entry level: the masters. Several countries
that are reluctant to charge high fees to undergraduate students – national
or international – have no or little control over the fees for masters program-
mes. In a competitive environment where students’ expectations are high,
especially when they have to pay for their degree programme, adequate
and targeted support for these students becomes essential. Countries that
have previously offered only undergraduate preparation and those not offe-
ring any such preparatory programmes, will need to consider how to admit
international graduate students to their masters programmes, and conse-
quently, what kind of preparation may be appropriate for this purpose. The
institutional response to this needs to reflect the institutional recruitment
policy and take into account the composition of the international postgra-
duate student body.

Services offered during degree programmes

Services for international degree students stem from those available to
other student groups

In continental European countries the tendency has for years been to con-
centrate practical support on international exchange students and organised
student mobility, rather than on international degree students or the so-called
“free movers”. In many countries, support structures (such as a special wel-
come programme, buddy schemes, and language courses) are in place
exclusively for exchange students. However, with the shifting attention from
prioritising exchange students to attracting more international degree stu-
dents, or “brains”, future support will need to be developed accordingly. In
most cases, services available for exchange students provide a good basis
for the development of services for all international students.

Countries with extensive support for national students are more likely to pay
special attention to the needs of international students. In these institutions,
international degree students have access to services available to national
students, and the apparent institutional service mentality leads to the devel-
opment of specific services – or tailored programmes and activities within the
existing ones – for international degree students. In most cases, international
support develops from existing services, and is not always “purpose-built”.
However, a coherent approach encompassing an institutional policy on stu-
dent support and internationalisation and efficient use of resources through
cooperation of support units across the institution would facilitate the organi-
sation of support and benefit both the institution and its students.
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A shift from a narrow to a wider reading of “essential services”

The institutions visited largely agreed that for study success and integration,
international students need to have adequate information at all stages from
acceptance of the offer to post-graduation, have access to an orientation
programme in the first weeks after arrival, receive support for practical issues
such as visa and, in some cases, accommodation, and be introduced to the
basic study methods and academic requirements. Apart from these formal
areas of support, other services include in-course language support, coun-
selling (pastoral care), social activities, as well as organising or facilitating
work opportunities and internships. These have become increasingly expect-
ed services, without which the international competitiveness of an institution
may be reduced. What is essential for study success and student satisfaction
on the one hand, and institutional attractiveness on the other, goes beyond
the simply administrative procedures.

Additional “luxury” services, such as airport pick-up, international student
lounges with free coffee, or one-on-one free language support may be
offered by institutions that want to make services their trade-mark (whether
for financial interest, attempts to recruit the best students in the world, or to
increase internationalisation). Luxury services are, however, controversial,
and investment in them more difficult to justify, both at institutional and
national level. This resistance is partly explained by an improper under-
standing of essential and luxury services and especially difficult in cases
where a restrictive notion of essential services prevails. There needs to be
a shift from the current situation where only services related to students
survival and possibility to stay (such as visa and permits) are seen as
“essential”, to a wider concept of indispensable services, including aspects
which are indispensable not for mere survival, but for having a successful
university experience both in academic and personal terms, and a general-
ly satisfactory student experience socially and in terms of integration, well-
being and other related issues. Furthermore, international student support
is not only a question of addressing arising problems. Ideally, student ser-
vices should adopt a proactive attitude by creating specific schemes,
workshops, and programmes to enhance the overall student experience, to
improve the study success of all students – the best and the worst – and
take care of their general well-being by facilitating integration and cultural
adjustment.

Information needs to be complete, coherent, and consistent

Students need information on programmes, course requirements, regulati-
ons, timing, and many other issues related to studying and living abroad. Dif-
ferent units within an institution, or even a country may provide information. It
is important that the following points are taken into consideration when con-
sidering information provision:

210

Support for International Students in Higher Education

Support for Students.qxd  08.12.2006  12:02  Seite 210



� Information should be complete, and thus a central level support unit
should ensure that all essential information areas are covered.

� Information has to be coherent: care should be taken to avoid contrasting
messages in information delivered by different units, such as the interna-
tional office and the academic department or programme. A good option
would be to have one clearly identifiable sender of information, who
would also be in charge of ensuring its completeness.

� Information for international students should be expressed in a clear man-
ner and in simple language so as to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings.

Integrating study skills support into the curriculum increases its
impact

The most important determinants of international students’ success are relat-
ed to language competence and study skills. While some students may
already possess these skills (for example, if they have been through a
schooling system which is very similar to the host country), others may be
used to entirely different approaches to learning and teaching. It is essential
that students know what is expected of them, and are provided with support
and training in how to meet those expectations.

Integrating study skills into the degree curricula may be instrumental in en-
suring all or a vast majority of students access the support, and that there is
enough time for it in the students’ schedule. If support is available on a volun-
tary basis only, the most needy students may fail to take advantage of it, as
they may be overwhelmed with coursework and thus unable to free time for
additional skills or language workshops. Awareness of available study-relat-
ed support could be increased by offering basic study skills training within
the degree curricula, and enabling students to address particular problem
areas independently.

Language has been cited as one of the most frequently attributed reasons of
failure of international students, and is also the most visible single differen-
tiating factor between international and national students. Therefore, beyond
applying adequate admissions requirements for language competence, suffi-
cient language improvement and development tools should be available to
international students throughout their degree programme. Such language
support could be integrated with study methods training, such as presenta-
tion, essay writing or note-taking skills. This distinguishes university-based
language support from ordinary language courses, and adds value to it from
the student perspective.

Separate support for international students? Cooperation and
information are the main tools to ensure adequate provision

Recognition of the different needs of international students need not have
implications on the delivery mode of support to them. Support can be effi-
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ciently delivered by integrating international student support services with
services to national students, or by separately providing extensive internatio-
nal support. The choice between the two main models depends on the insti-
tutional resources, internal organisation, international student numbers, and
other factors, but both models may exist at institutions that give great atten-
tion to international students. Integration of international student support may
work well if sufficient knowledge of their specific needs is spread across the
units involved. In this case, specific support units, such as the welfare office,
or writing centre, would take care of both international and national students.
However, such integration of international student support should not amount
to disregarding their differences vis-à-vis national students: having no speci-
fic services to international students does not necessarily amount to a cons-
cious choice of integrating support for them with that for all students.

Separate development and provision of a large number of services to inter-
national students may be more targeted, and more approachable for interna-
tional students. But this option may be more expensive, and in some cases
support is duplicated, as it is provided in parallel by different units across the
institution. Institutions providing separate international support should also
take steps to prevent the creation of a “split university” and find ways to
enhance the integration of the whole student body. Whichever delivery model
is chosen, the institutions should ensure that international students know
where they can turn to for support or advice, and that the support personnel
have adequate international awareness and expertise to be able to address
specific international student issues adequately. The key is to ensure proper
communication channels and as extensive cooperation as possible between
the different support units, and adequate training of staff on international stu-
dent specific issues.

When student support at an institution is highly developed, and the neces-
sary guidance, study support, language programmes, and so on are avail-
able to national students, creating separate tools or programmes for interna-
tional students may be less important. But in systems where no or very little
support is available, the academic performance and university experience of
international students are likely to be more compromised because internatio-
nal students generally have greater preparatory and support needs than
national students.
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Annex 1

Higher education institutions visited

Australia:

Macquarie University, Sydney
Monash College, Melbourne
Monash University, Melbourne
Sydney Institute of Business and Technology (SIBT)
Taylors College Melbourne

Canada

British Columbia:
Langara College, Vancouver
Malaspina University College, Nanaimo
Simon Fraser University (SFU), Vancouver
Thompson Rivers University (TRU), Kamloops
University of British Columbia (UBC), Vancouver

Quebec:
HEC Montréal 

France:

Ecole d’ingenieurs generaliste (EPF), Sceaux 
Ecole Spéciale des Travaux Publiques, du Bâtiment et de l’Industrie (ESTP),
Paris

N+i network 

Hungary:

Central European University, Budapest
Corvinus University Budapest (CUB)

The Netherlands:

University of Groningen
University of Leiden
University of Maastricht
University of Utrecht
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Switzerland:

University of Bern
University of Fribourg
University of Lausanne
VKHS/CIUS Preparatory course Fribourg

United Kingdom:

City College Manchester (CCM)
Leeds Metropolitan University
Leeds University
School for Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), London

Northern Consortium UK
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Annex 2

National (or regional) bodies and organsiations visited

Australia:

Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee (AVCC) 
IDP Education Australia

Canada

Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC)
Canadian Bureau for International Education (CBIE)
Canadian Education Centre (CEC) Network 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC)
Collèges d’enseignement général et professionnel (CEGEP) International 
Conférence des Recteurs et Principaux des Universités du Québec (CRE-
PUQ) 

British Columbia:
British Columbia Centre for International Education (BCCIE)
British Columbia Council on Admission and Transfer (BCCAT)
Ministry of Advanced Education, British Columbia 

France:

EduFrance

Hungary:

The Hungarian Ministry of Higher Education
Tempus Public Foundation (TPF)

Switzerland:

Rectors’ Conference of the Swiss Universities (CRUS)

United Kingdom

British Council
The Council for International Education UKCOSA
UniversitiesUK
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What is ACA?

Founded in 1993, the Academic Cooperation Association (ACA) is a not-for-
profit pan-European network of major organisations responsible in their
countries for the promotion of internationalisation in education and training.
Current membership is comprised of 18 such organisations in 14 European
countries, as well as associate members from North America and Australia.
ACA’s secretariat is located in Brussels, Belgium, in easy reach of the Euro-
pean institutions.

ACA is active in the following fields

� The promotion of innovation and internationalisation in (higher) education
and training;

� The enhancement of contacts, networking and cooperation between its
members and third parties;

� The provision of fast and up-to-date information on important develop-
ments in the European institutions and international organisations via a
monthly published e-newsletter, regularly held seminars and an annual
conference;

� Research into and publications on internationalisation in education and
training;

� The provision of know-how and expertise in the management of interna-
tional cooperation projects and programmes;

� Contract work for third parties.

Academic Cooperation Association
15, Rue d’Egmontstraat
B-1000 Brussels
phone: +32 2 513 22 41
fax: +32 2 513 17 76
e-mail: info@aca-secretariat.be
www.aca-secretariat.be
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The author

Maria Kelo is Senior Officer at the Academic Cooperation Association (ACA).
In this role, which she has held since 2003, she is responsible for the acqui-
sition, development and implementation of ACA projects, the planning of
ACA Conferences and Seminars, as well as ACA’s public relations and infor-
mation activities, as well as presenting the association at international fora.
Before her appointment at ACA Maria Kelo worked as a researcher for
Eurydice (the Information Network on Education in Europe). She has also
worked as an intern at the DG for Education and Culture of the European
Commission where she worked especially on the development of the new
Community programmes in the field of higher education. Maria has a MSc in
Philosophy, Policy, and Social Value from the London School of Economics.

She is the co-author of Brain Drain and Brain Gain – migration in the Europe-
an Union after Enlargement (Kelo and Wächter, 2004), The Admission of
International Students into Higher Education (Muche, Kelo and Wächter,
2004), the co-editor of the recently published EURODATA – Student mobility
in European higher education (Kelo, Teichler, Wächter, eds.) and the editor of
The future of the university. Translating Lisbon into practice (2006).
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ACA Papers on International Cooperation in Education

Programme 

Maria Kelo (ed.)
The Future of the University.Translating Lisbon into practice
Bonn: Lemmens 2006 ISBN 3-932306-78-3
Paperback: €19.80

Maria Kelo, Ulrich Teichler, Bernd Wächter (eds.)
EURODATA. Student mobility in European higher education
Bonn: Lemmens 2006 ISBN 3-932306-72-4
Paperback: € 49.50

Jeroen Huisman, Marijk van der Wende (eds.)
On Cooperation and Competition II. Institutional Responses to
Internationalisation, Europeanisation and Globalisation
Bonn: Lemmens 2005 ISBN 3-932306-68-6
Paperback: € 30.00, pdf file: € 12.00

Franziska Muche (ed.)
Opening up to the Wider World.The External Dimension of the 
Bologna Process
Bonn: Lemmens 2005 ISBN: 3-932306-67-8
Paperback: €24.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Franziska Muche, Maria Kelo, Bernd Wächter
The Admission of International Students into Higher Education.
Policies and Instruments
Bonn: Lemmens 2004. ISBN 3-932306-62-7.
Paperback: € 24.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Bernd Wächter (ed.)
Higher Education in a Changing Environment.
Internationalisation of Higher Education Policy in Europe
Bonn: Lemmens 2004. ISBN 3-932306-55-4 
Paperback: € 19.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Marijk van der Wende, Jeroen Huismann (eds.)
On Cooperation and Competition. National and European Policies 
for Internationalisation of Higher Education
Bonn: Lemmens 2004. ISBN 3-932306-54-6
Paperback: € 30.00, pdf file: € 12.00

Friedhelm Maiworm, Bernd Wächter (eds.)
English-Language-Taught Degree Programmes in 
European Higher Education.Trends and Success Factors
Bonn: Lemmens 2002 ISBN 3-932306-47-3
Paperback: € 19.80, pdf file: € 12.00
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Ulrich Teichler (ed.) 
ERASMUS in the SOCRATES Programme.
Findings of an Evaluation Study
Bonn: Lemmens 2002. ISBN 3-932306-41-4
Paperback: € 19.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Bernd Wächter (ed.) 
The Virtual Challenge to International Cooperation in Higher Education.
A Project of the Academic Cooperation Association
Bonn: Lemmens 2002 ISBN 3-932306-40-6
Paperback: € 19.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Bernd Wächter (ed.)
Handbook of European Associations in Higher Education.
A Practical Guide to Academic Networks in Europe and Beyond
Bonn: Lemmens 2000 ISBN 3-932306-37-6
Paperback: € 31.00, pdf file: € 12.00

Bernd Wächter (ed.)
Internationalisation in European Non-University Higher Education.
A Project of the Academic Cooperation Association
Bonn: Lemmens 1999 ISBN 3-932306-35-x
(out of print), pdf file: € 12.00

Bernd Wächter (ed.) 
Internationalisation in Higher Education. A Paper and Seven Essays on
International Cooperation in the Tertiairy Sector
Bonn: Lemmens 1999 ISBN 3-932306-33-3 
(out of print), pdf file: € 12.00

Traditional or fast: print or pdf

All ACA Papers are available as a traditional print version, but can now also
be obtained as a pdf.

Contact:

Lemmens Verlags- & Mediengesellschaft mbH
Matthias-Grünewald-Str. 1-3
D-53175 Bonn
Germany
phone: +49 2 28 4 21 37-0
fax: +49 2 28 4 21 37-29
e-mail: info@lemmens.de
www.lemmens.de
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In the increasing global competition for the best
students, the quality and attractiveness of an insti-
tution does no longer depend only on its academic,
teaching and research standards: services to stu-
dents have come to play an important role in the
quality assessment – and thus competitiveness –
of institutions. But what services should be avail-
able? How to respond to the needs and expecta-
tions of international students in particular? Who
should provide support for them and how should it
be organised? This study presents a number of
models of good practice in service provision and
university preparation of international students in 
a selection of countries. These examples form the
basis for categorising and analysing a variety of
service and preparatory programme “models”, with
the aim of informing discussions in different nation-
al and institutional contexts when deliberating on
the development of international student support. 
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